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ABSTRACT

LEAYING HOME: A HANDBOOK FOR TEACHERS
TO PROMOTE CRITICAL THINKING

by
Leanne M. Luehrs
June 2006

A handbook of instructional strategies connected to a text set theme for fourth
grade teachers to promote critical thinking was developed. The handbook is intended for
fourth grade teachers interested in promoting critical thinking through the use of
children's literature. The text set theme, leaving home, was chosen and children's
literature and curriculum was developed around this thematic focus. Library research,
books, and the Internet aided in the development of this project. The studies showed the
importance of developing critical thinking skills in elementary students. The studies also
review theories pertinent to promote critical thinking and best practice.
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CHAPTER ONE
BACKGROUND
The General Problem

The purpose of this project report is to create a handbook for teachers that
provides instructional strategies connected to a text set theme to promote critical
thinking. Today's focus on scripted basals, high stakes testing-based curriculum, and
rigid state standards force teachers to push aside teaching strategies that promote critical
thinking. Teachers may not have a choice in which curriculum to use or even how to use
it (US Department of Education, 2006). Teachers who are required to prepare their
students for high stakes testing must use different teaching strategies then those teachers
who focus on critical thinking (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2005). Strategies are
necessary that help create a balance in the classroom between mandated curriculum and
the opportunity to develop students as critical thinkers. The handbook developed as a
result of this project allows teachers to incorporate critical thinking strategies into their
existing curriculum.
Background of the Problem

In reading, critical thinking is a cognitive process that requires students to reach
beyond what is explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. Students are urged
to draw inferences, integrate information, synthesize and evaluate information as well as
reflect upon their own thinking. Critical thinkers understand how to think and are able to
ask appropriate questions, efficiently and creatively sort through information, reason
logically with this information, and come to reliable conclusions (Schafersman, 1991).
1

Two authors suggest benefits for increasing critical thinking skills. While Freire
(2000) suggests that critical thinking builds the capacity for authentic dialogue, Sapp
(2000) adds that critical thinking increases the understanding why one fails to learn, the
ability to question and analyze the world, the ability to reflect on experiences, and the
capacity to connect what is learned in the classroom, to the real world. Such outcomes
stem from a balanced literacy program, top down teaching methods, and teaching that
allows for differentiated instruction.
Since the publication of A Nation at Risk, government efforts have been made to
better the public school system (National Commission for Excellence in Education,
1983). One effort is The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001). NCLB hopes to
bring all students up to a level of academic proficiency within a 15-year period (Center on
Education Policy, 2003). However, NCLB leaves little room for differentiated
instruction, lively discussion, or interactive lessons. Funding provided by NCLB forces
teachers to use government mandated scripted materials, including scripted basals (Center
on Education Policy, 2003).
Scripted basals, such as Open Court Reading, (published by the SRA/McGrawHill company), focus heavily on phonemic awareness, direct phonics instruction, and
controlled vocabulary to teach reading (SRA/McGraw-Hill, 2003). As a result, these
basal readers produce students who lack comprehension skills and critical thinking skills.
Unless these basals are used in conjunction with supplemental materials, students will not
receive the benefits ofleaming how to critically analyze, synthesize, or evaluate
(Moustafa & Land, 2002).
I
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Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this project is to create a handbook for teachers of instructional
strategies connected to a text set theme to promote critical thinking. The project focuses
on eight specific strategies teachers can use in a fourth grade class. These strategies help
develop students' critical thinking skills through use of a text set centered around the
theme leaving home.
Text sets consist of five to fifteen texts that are conceptually related in some way
such as a unifying theme, text type, and/or author (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). For
this handbook, the text set theme is leaving home. Leaving home includes subtopics
related to immigration, (moving into a country of which one is not a native, MerriamWebster, 2006), and migration, (moving from one country, place, or locality to another,
Merriam-Webster, 2006).
Text set framework
Students learn best when they are able to relate new information to their own lives
(Ornstein & Levine, 2000). Leaving home is an extremely relevant topic in the lives of
elementary-aged students. With the ever-diversifying population of today's classroom,
teachers are finding, now more than ever, that they must center lessons and units around
themes relevant to the student population. In 2004 in Washington State, 29% of the
student population was an ethnicity other than white (Office of the Superintendent of
Public Instruction /OSPI/, 2004). This statistic shows teachers the importance of
addressing issues of immigration and migration. The leaving home text set will allow the
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diverse population of the classroom to identify with characters found throughout the text
set, increasing interest in reading and heightening student motivation to think critically.
The development of this handbook will allow fourth grade teachers with little or
no background in the use of text sets to utilize the lesson plans, book recommendations,
and other materials in the handbook to further their teaching strategies and develop his or
her students as critical thinkers.
The leaving home text set theme allows students to explore how other youngsters
who have experienced immigration, migration, and moving have felt while making those
changes. Leaving home will also explore ancestry and family histories and origins.
Open discussion and the sharing of personal experiences and interpretation of each text
will allow students to feel validation in their own experience with the theme.
Text sets consist of five to fifteen texts that are conceptually related in some way,
such as similar themes, text types, and topics (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). A text set
enables students to make connections across the varying pieces of literature, relate the
themes of the literature to their own lives, and draw inferences about what will come in
the other pieces ofliterature in a text set. Making such connections aids in student
learning by building deeper meanings and more complex understanding within students
because they are exposed to the theme's topic through multiple avenues. Moreover, a
text set allows students to formulate relationships between the current book and his or her
life experiences (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996).
Students within a class may choose to read any or all of the books within the text
set theme according to the teacher's direction. Discussion, through Literature Circles
4

(LCs), allows students to discuss the wide range of perspectives each individual takes
while reading the literature with in a text set. LCs usually consist of 5-7 students who
have all read the same book within a text set. Students spend time discussing not only the
content of the text, but more impmiantly how each student's unique perspective changed
the way he or she interpreted the words on each page. Discussion involving a group of
students in LCs who have read related text is easy to foster and likely to promote critical
thinking as students will be pushed to consider their classmates' ideas and perspectives as
well as their own interpretations of the text.
Whenever a text set is implemented in the classroom, there are two assumptions
underlying the procedure. First, it is assumed the text set is implemented in conjunction
with a balanced literacy program. Teachers cannot assume a text set will replace other
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necessary reading curriculum which may include basal readers, phonics instruction,
scripted material, teaching reading strategies, read-alouds, reader's theatre, sustained
silent reading, and/or writing activities. Students receive the full benefits of a text set
theme when the text set strategies are used in addition to the teacher's existing reading
instruction or program.
Secondly, implementation of the strategies used within the text set will become
smoother and evolve over time among students. At first, students may feel
uncomfortable or disoriented in the discussion-type settings required of them while they
share and exchange ideas with their classmates about the literature they have read.
Students might choose to close themselves off or may feel uneasy about sharing thoughts
and exposing ideas they are not used to expressing or that have not previously been
5

validated (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). Furthermore, text set implementation is a
learned process. Students may be confused at how the curriculum, as a whole, works and
fits into their daily or weekly routine. However, over time, students will begin to
understand what is expected of them, begin to feel comfortable in the learning
environment, understand how to expand their thinking, and how to make connections
between the various pieces of related literature. Thus is it important to create a nonthreatening, open, and understanding environment within which students feels validation
in their unique interpretation of each text (Kauffman, 1996). Teachers hold a critical
position in fostering the right environment in which students feel free to respond to a text.
The pressing question then, is how teachers can cultivate the right environment for his or
her students? The handbook created for this project will provide teachers with
instructional strategies to foster the type of learning environment necessary for critical
thinking through the use of a text set.

Procedure
Educational Resources Information Centers (ERIC) and ProQuest online journal
searches were utilized to identify both qualitative and quantitative research data related to
critical thinking and effective procedures to promote and develop critical thinking in
elementary students. Other literature, online resources, and teacher guides were used to
research the topic. The author researched additional topics including, literature circles,
the transactional theory, the reader response theory, and Socratic questioning as related to
critical thinking skills.
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A handbook for teachers was developed for a fourth grade class, centered around
the leaving home text set. The handbook includes an introduction with tips on how to use
the handbook, eight lesson plans (each incorporating a different teaching strategy to be
used with the text set), recommended literature, and reproducibles. Although the
handbook focuses on fourth grade, the strategies may be adapted to any grade level, using
any text set theme.
Limitations
The following are limitations of this project:
1. This project is intended for fourth grade teachers interested in increasing his or

her students' critical thinking skills through the use of a text set.
2. This project focuses on a text set centered around the theme, leaving home.
3. The handbook created is intended as a supplement to the teacher's existing
balanced reading curriculum.
4. This project is based on a review of literature. The project has neither been fully
implemented in a classroom nor assessed.
Definition ofTerms
Aesthetic Stance - The reader bring his or her own unique experience, knowledge,
and background then applies it to what he or she is reading. The reader formulates his or
her own interpretation of the text according to his or her feeling behind what he or she is
reading (Rosenblatt, 1978).
Balanced Literacy Program - In a balanced literacy program, teachers
incorporate a variety of teaching strategies related to reading, writing, listening and
7

speaking. Strategies range from implicit to explicit instruction and aim to instruct for a
multitude oflearning styles (Fountas & Pinnel, 1996).

Brain-Based Learning - An approach to instruction driven by what brain research
suggests in how the brain learns. The physical structure of the brain, as well as how each
part of the brain functions at various stages of development, are taken into account
(Jensen, 1996).

Cooperative Learning - A teaching strategy that allows students to work
collaboratively in structured heterogeneous groups toward a common goal while being
held individually accountable (Tinzmann, M.B., Jones, B.F., Fennimore, T.F., Bakker, J.,
Fine, C. & Pierce, J., 1990).

Critical Thinking- A cognitive process that asks students to reach beyond what is
explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. Students are urged to draw
inferences, integrate information, synthesize and evaluate information as well as reflect
upon their own thinking. A good critical thinker understands his or her own thinking and
is able to ask appropriate questions, efficiently and creatively sort through information,
reason logically with this information, and come to reliable conclusions that allow him or
her to act and live successfully in the world (Schafersman, 1991). (also see

metacognition).
Efferent Stance - A reader who takes an efferent stance concentrates on pulling
information from a text and is motivated to simply understand what the text is saying
(Rosenblatt, 1978).
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Literature Circles (LCs) - An instructional technique that facilitates critical
thinking by placing students in heterogeneous small groups to discuss a piece of
literature. LCs provide a rich environment for the sharing of a student's personal
reactions, perspectives, thoughts, and interpretations of a literary work (Daniels, 2002).

Metacognition - Refers to thinking about what one knows and how to control
one's own learning process (Jones, 1986).

Reader Response - A teaching strategy used within literature circles to develop
student response to literature through active discussion. Responses focus on student's
unique interpretation of the text. The teacher's job while implementing reader response
is to actively engage his or her students towards conversation that requires critical
thinking (Rosenblatt, 1978).

Scripted Basal - A type of curriculum that is entirely pre-made and requires the
teacher to follow the script written out in the basal exactly. Scripted basals in the
classroom leave little or no room for creativity, differentiated instruction, or
individualized learning. Scripted basal curriculi are most often adapted by school
districts complying with the implications of the No Child Left Behind act.

Socratic Questioning - A method of systematic questioning with the intent to
elicit an expression of truth (Paul, 1995). Socratic questioning as it relates to this project
is used as a teaching strategy to show students how to expand, elaborate and come to
conclusions about the student's own thoughts.

Stance-A reader's stance refers to the frame of mind with which the reader
approaches a text. Students can approach the same text with different attitudes,
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background knowledge and purposes for reading, therefore bringing different stances.
Likewise, the same reader may approach the same text with different stances at different
times. For the purpose of this study, two stances; the aesthetic and the efferent, will be
referred to most frequently (also see Aesethic stance and Efferent stance), (Rosenblatt,
1978).

Text Set - Text sets consist of five to fifteen texts that are conceptually related in
some way, such as a unifying theme, text type, and/or author (Short, Harste, & Burke,
1996).

Transaction - An active reading process in which readers build a unique
understanding by bringing personal meaning to the text as well as taking meaning from
the text. When transaction occurs, readers are not reading to extract information, but
rather to bring their experiences and feelings to the words on the page to make the text
come alive. Because transaction involves personal experience and feelings, the same text
will mean something different to each student (Rosenblatt, 1978).
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction

The teaching of critical thinking skills in the classroom has suffered due to the
focus on scripted basals and high stakes testing-based curriculum. Such curriculum does
not teach students to think independently, to evaluate their own thinking, or think outside
the box. Instead, students exposed to scripted basals, are trained to read for information
and answer low-level thinking questions. Furthermore, such students are not encouraged
to share the unique interpretation of a text that students will inevitably have. To create a
balance between mandated curriculum and the opportunity for students to develop critical
thinking skills, several theories and strategies will be addressed in this review of
literature.
The purpose of this literature review is to present an overview of research
pertaining to the enhancement of critical thinking while teaching reading. The review of
literature addresses the following subject areas: The transactional theory of reading, the
reader response theory, and general theoretical foundations. Once the theories and
foundations have been reviewed, specific teaching methods that employ the reviewed
theories as well as promote critical thinking will be presented. The teaching methods
include Socratic questioning, text sets, and literature circles.
The transactional theory of reading
Transaction occurs during the reading process when the reader builds a unique

understanding by bringing personal meaning to the text as well as taking meaning from
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the text. When transaction takes place, readers are not reading to extract information, but
rather to bring their experiences and feelings to the words on the page to make the text
come alive. Because transaction requires personal experience and feelings, the same text
will mean something different to each student (Rosenblatt, 1978). Merriam-Webster
Dictionary defines transaction as an exchange or transfer. This definition holds true, as
well, when the idea of a transaction is applied to reading. The text gives to the reader as
the reader gives to the text.
Traditionally, reading curriculum has ignored the impact of the reader on the text
(Karolides, 1997). In the past, reading has been a one-sided activity in which students act
as passive vessels, waiting to be filled with information from the text. The transactional
theory suggests students will be more engaged in a text when his or her emotions,
response, and background play a role in the comprehension of that text. In this way,
reading becomes an active process for the student. Engagement between the reader and
text is important. While reading transactionally, students are encouraged by the personal
connection and the personal meaning they give to and extract from a text. The
connections and encouragement students feel lead to the enjoyment ofliterature
(Krichman, 1997).
The natural transaction between the text and the reader should be encouraged.
Teachers may choose to foster the individuality a reader takes and brings to and from the
text by showing students that there are different purposes for reading. Transaction then,
is affected depending on the reader's purpose. The reader response theory suggests the
effects of those purposes.
12

The reader response theory
While working with a text, reader response is a very important component. The
teacher must show his or her students the different ways to approach a text. A student
may approach a text with different mental and emotional approaches. Additionally, the
teacher should foster a positive environment in which students feel safe while being
challenged at the same time to promote critical thinking to the fullest extent in a
classroom.
The work of Louise Rosenblatt has had great impacts in the world of teaching,
specifically with her theories ofreader stance. A reader's stance refers to the frame of
mind with which the reader approaches a text. Students approach the same text with
different attitudes, background knowledge, and purposes for reading, therefore, each
bringing different stances. The stance a reader chooses to take affects his or her response
to a piece ofliterature, therefore affecting the transaction (Rosenblatt, 1978).
For example, while reading, students may take either or both of two stances:

efferent and/or aesthetic. Students who adopt the efferent stance concentrate on pulling
infmmation from a text and are motivated to simply understand what the text is saying
(Rosenblatt, 1978). Curricula in scripted basals and bottom-up approaches to reading
rely heavily on the efferent stance. This curriculum focuses on knowledge-level
questions such as "who?", "where?", and "what?" to develop and assess student reading
comprehension. Students who take an efferent stance, read for information that they will
be required to regurgitate to answer questions that do not allow for critical thought.
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On the other hand, a reader who adapts an aesthetic stance considers his or her
own unique experience, knowledge, and background then applies it to what he or she is
reading. The reader formulates his or her own interpretation of the text according to his
or her feeling behind what he or she is reading (Rosenblatt, 1978). Instead of reading for
information, these students learn to find personal meaning within a text. Teachers who
implement a whole language approach to reading and use balanced reading curriculum,
train their students to take an aesthetic stance naturally. The aesthetic stance requires
students to dig deep into their emotions, experiences, feelings, and history to analyze,
synthesize, and evaluate what they have read. Consequently, students develop critical
thinking skills.
Readers who take an efferent stance are able to answer knowledge,
comprehension, and application-questions such as: "When did the character move to
California?"; "Can you list three reasons the family left their home?"; "What was the
name of the ranch?" or "What facts show that the character was ashamed?"
On the contrary, readers who read for aesthetic purposes are able to answer
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation-level questions that require critical thinking skills.
Examples of analysis, synthesis and evaluation-level questions are: "What conclusions
can you draw about the treatment of the fruit pickers?"; "Can you propose an alternative
to Miguel's dilemma?"; "How would you improve upon the Gonzalez's plan to save
money?" or "What information would you use to support the actions of the children?"
Analysis, synthesis, and evaluation-level questions help students search beyond
the words on the page. Instead, each student reflects upon his or her feelings while
14

reading the text. Taking an aesthetic stance, students begin to understand that their
unique reactions play a part in the reading experience as they interact with the text. Over
time, students will become familiar with the type of critical thinking questions involved
with the aesthetic stance (involving analysis, synthesis, and evaluation). Students will
begin to view the text as an experience to live through and relate to, not merely words on
a page from which to pull information (Rosenblatt, 1978).
To promote the aesthetic stance in reader response the job of the teacher is to
direct his or her students towards conversation that requires critical thinking. Teachers
hold a critical position in fostering the right environment in which students feel free to
respond to a text. A teacher who cultivates good reader response in the classroom is one
who first, creates a non-threatening, open, and understanding environment. In this
environment, students should feel validation in their unique interpretation of each text
(Kauffman, 1996).
Creating a community within the classroom in which students free to share their
responses is a process that cannot happen overnight. To promote the proper classroom
environment, Krashen (1981) proposes teachers must lower their students' affective

filters.
The affective filter refers to a mental screening device that either permits or
prohibits the acceptance of new learning. A student with a low affective filter, then,
would be a student with an open attitude toward learning; free to accept new information
or input. There are a number of affective variables that have the potential to raise the
affective filter of a student. Affective variables may include lack of motivation, lack of
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self-confidence, or anxiety. Educators can lower the affective filter, alleviating anxiety
by: showing students that making mistakes is part of the learning process, maintaining
clear expectations in which students know what is expected of them, emphasizing
respect, recognizing diversity, encouraging all forms of communication, and celebrating
each student's unique difference (Bean, 1992). It is necessary for students to feel
comfortable and free of anxiety to promote reader response for optimal learning
(Krashen, 1981).
Holley and Steiner (2005) also point out the importance of an open and
understanding classroom environment to foster positive reader response. In a recent
study, Holley and Steiner showed the importance of creating, what they call a safe space,
in the classroom. A safe space is a classroom in which students are willing, and able to
share and exchange ideas without feeling chastised, insecure, or intimidated. The
researchers surveyed 121 students at a large public western university during the spring
of 2002. The survey study indicated 97% of students in the survey stated a safe space
was extremely important to them. Additionally, 97% of students said that being in a safe
space changed what they learned (such as others' ideas and perspectives, experiences
became more personal, and they felt challenged to expand their viewpoints).
Additionally, 84% of students surveyed said they learned more when they felt safe in
their classroom. When asked if they felt more or less challenged academically in a safe
space, 65% of the students felt more of a challenge.
This study also indicated specific characteristics of teacher, peers, and self that
attributed to fostering a safe place. Among the top qualities of instructor characteristics
16

listed were as follows; non-biased/non-judgmental, developed ground rules,
respectful/supportive of all opinions, encouraged class participation, caring, and
challenged students. Peer characteristics to support a safe place included honesty, nonjudgmental, sense of community, positive attitudes, and led respondents to think
critically. To support a safe classroom, the study reported that the following
characteristics for selfbe present; that the student be open-minded, honest, actively
participate in discussion, be supportive and respectful, and be well prepared. When all of
the above characteristics are present in the classroom, students will feel more comfortable
responding to a piece of literature they have read for aesthetic purposes. This study by
Holley and Steiner outlined the most important characteristics of a classroom that would
foster aesthetic reader response. Such an environment has a positive impact on student
learning.
In conclusion, while reading, the stance a reader applies to a text can have impacts
on his or her response. If a student adapts the aesthetic stance, he or she learns to apply
personal meaning to the text. In addition, the aesthetic reader is able to analyze,
synthesize, and evaluate what he or she has read. On the other hand, if a student reads for
efferent purposes, he or she is looking at the surface level of the text. Efferent readers
understand the text at face value and are not challenged to think critically (Rosenblatt,
1938). In order for a teacher to promote aesthetic reading in the classroom, he or she
must foster a positive environment in which students feel validation in their unique text
interpretations and have low affective filters. In this classroom environment the teacher
should emphasize respect, recognize diversity, celebrate uniqueness, encourage class
17

participation, and show support. Once students feel safe in their classroom, aesthetic
reading, and therefore critical thinking, can take place.
General theoretical foundations of critical thinking
The roots of critical thinking date back 2,500 years. The famous Greek
philosopher, Socrates could be found in the courtyards of Athens engaging men in deep
theoretical conversations about abstract ideas. In Plato's Meno (Plato, trans. 2004),
Socrates demonstrates the importance of the conscious act of critical thinking. Socrates
converses with a man who is confident his definition of Virtue is concrete. Socrates
guides the man through a series of probing questions about Virtue and in the end, the
man's original definition is nullified. Because of the manner of Socrates' questions, the
man recognizes he is not able to rationally justify the knowledge he thought he possessed
(Plato). This method of systematic questioning with the intent to elicit an expression of
truth is identified as Socratic questioning (Paul, 1995). The quest for truth and
knowledge pushed Socrates to dig deep into his own thought and into the thoughts of
others.
Socrates set the groundwork for critical thinking by demonstrating the importance
ofreflectively questioning information. Greek philosophers elaborated on the teaching
methods of Socrates throughout the next century. These philosophers, including Plato
and Aristotle, asserted that for one to hold a deep understanding of reality, systematic
thinking that looks beneath the surface is necessary (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997).
During the middle ages, systematic critical thinking was emphasized. Scholars
realized the importance of systematically defending one's own idea. To have an idea
18

considered valid, the ability to refute and cross-examine alternative views was necessary
in building a solid argument. The 15°1 and 16th centuries, scholars such Francis Bacon
and Rene Descartes elaborated on the concept of systematic discipline to train the mind to
develop critical thought processes. In what could be considered the first publication in
critical thinking, The Advancement ofLearning, Bacon argues that people develop bad
habits of thought that lead to the acceptance of false information (Bacon, 1605).
Likewise, Descartes argues questioning, doubting and testing should be part of every
cognitive process (Descartes, 1701).
Throughout the 17th and 18th centuries, thinkers continued to expand of the
foundational principles of critical thinking developed by their predecessors. Philosophers
emphasized the importance of developing tools of thought in order to questioning
authority. Power, they noted, comes with the ability to scrutinize and judge soundly
(Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997).
During the 19th century, scholars applied critical thinking to all realms oflife.
The political, historical, psychological, cultural, linguistic, and scientific worlds all
considered critical thought as necessary to expand on knowledge. The advantages to
engaging the mind in deep question, analysis, and evaluation were seen across the gamut
of professions (Paul, Elder, & Bartell, 1997).
William Graham Sumner's publication of Folkways, published in 1906,
introduced the concept of utilizing schools to formally train students' minds to think
critically (Sumner, 1906). Sumner argued society's only guarantee against delusion and
deception is critical thinking and the ability to weigh evidence. To Sumner, the educated
19

man is slow to believe and is able to openly reflect upon views alternative to his own.
Furthermore, Sumner recognized the power of the teacher. Teachers, according to
Sumner, have the ability to produce well-developed, critical citizens of society by
teaching mental training strategies to his or her students.
Critical thinking as we know it today is a collaborative collection of the works
and ideas of philosophers, thinkers, critics and educators from Socrates to Sumner. We
now understand critical thinking to be a combination of systematic reason, thinking about
one's thinking (metacognition), rationalizing opinions, and purposefully analyzing
outcomes (Paul, 1995).
In the education world, critical thinking is a cognitive process that asks students to
reach beyond what is explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. Students
should be urged to draw inferences, integrate information, synthesize and evaluate
information as well as reflect upon their own thinking. A good critical thinker
understands his or her own thinking and is able to ask appropriate questions, efficiently
and creatively sort through information, reason logically with this information, and come
to reliable conclusions that allow him or her to act and live successfully in the world
(Schafersman, 1991 ).
Several studies have been done to show the benefits of critical thinking on
students. Rodd (1999) studied the outcomes of a specific critical thinking teaching
approach called Talents Unlimited (Schlieter, 1993). The Talents approach provides the
framework to develop student's critical thinking skills, and specifically focuses on four
elements of critical thinking: observation, comparison, explanation, and prediction.
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This quantitative, pre-experimental study used a two-group posttest comparison
design to measure the performance of 48 students. Group one consisted of twenty-four
students who received instruction from the Talents program (the Talents program
represents the treatment). Group two also consisted of 24 students, however group two
received no special instruction. The same posttest was given to both groups following
the treatment and results were studied. Results indicated that students who were taught
using the Talents approach out preformed the control group on specific critical thinking
skills tasks. Those students trained with the Talents approach were then tested in their
ability to make predictions and relate cause and affect items. Again, the Talents-taught
students preformed better than those not exposed to the specific critical thinking teaching
approaches. Rodd concluded that specific teaching strategies, such as the Talents
approach, were necessary to develop student's critical thinking skills.
Students who benefit from critical thinking curriculum and strategies will be well
equipped with active, strategic approaches to learning (McLeod, 1997). The importance
of critical thinking has been shown by scholars from Socrates to Aristotle to Descartes to
Sumner. A student who has the power to think critically will excel in both school and
society. Such students will be able to examine multiple views, evaluate information,
doubt and test ideas, and judge soundly. In addition, the critical thinking student is able
to explore what has been implicitly stated with a text.
Educators have the power to teach their students to be critical thinkers. Keeping
in mind the theories of transaction and reader response, the teacher can implement
specific strategies that move his or her students towards developing a critically-thinking
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mind. Strategies that foster critical thinking include Socratic questioning, text sets, and
literature circles.
Socratic questioning to promote critical thinking
The philosophy of Socrates claims that inside of each human being a wealth of
knowledge is stored, waiting to be stirred up, awakened, and brought to the forefront of
the mind. In fact, Socrates believed there isn't anything the soul hasn't already learned
(Bartlett, 2004).
Socratic questioning dates back 2,500 years to the courtyards of Athens. Scholars
then, believed our human soul to be immortal. According to those, our physical bodies
have a beginning and an end. Our souls however, have lived long before our physical
bodies came into existence. To that extent, the human soul has the capability to have
seen anything and everything even though our physical body has not. Therefore,
Socrates believed a person could possess knowledge without anyone having taught him.
Instead of acquiring knowledge through teaching, Socrates believed a man could recover
knowledge from within himself through the act of being lead through a series of
questions. That series of questioning would eventually evoke, or bring forth, the
knowledge a man was seeking (Bartlett, 2004). The leader of the series of questioning
would simply guide the man to find and bring forth the knowledge that was in his soul all
along. Hence the term Socratic questioning.
Our earliest record of such Socratic questioning comes from Plato's literary work,
Meno. In Meno, Socrates attempts to prove his point that every man has a wealth of
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knowledge stored inside his soul. This knowledge is waiting to be stirred up, awakened,
and brought to the forefront of the mind.
To prove his point, Socrates gives a demonstration of exactly what he means. A
slave boy is called on from the crowd and taken through a series of questions by Socrates.
Socrates presents the boy a multi-step geometry problem (Klein, 1965). Even though the
slave has had no prior teaching, by the end of the series of questions, the boy has derived
the correct answer seemingly on his own. According to Socrates then, the boy had
recovered the knowledge from within himself. Socrates asserts that he had not actually
taught the boy during the series of questions; rather the boy's knowledge had just been
stirred up and recovered from within him (Bartlett, 2004). All it took was a facilitator to
draw the information from him.
The direction of the series of questions is controlled completely by Socrates.
Socrates drew the boy figures, asked simple yes or no questions, and he rephrased his
questions when the boy answered incorrectly. Socrates knew from the beginning the type
of questions he would need to ask the boy in order to help the boy arrive at the correct
solution. Never telling the boy anything, Socrates simply coerced and directed the boy's
thoughts towards the right answer. Socrates' quest for truth and knowledge pushed him
to dig deep into his own thought and the thoughts of others.
Socratic questioning can be a strategy of teaching. Teachers use Socratic
questioning to systematically question a student or students with the intent to lead the
student or students to the formulation (or realization) of the correct answer, seemingly on
their own (Paul, 1990). The Socratic form of questioning forces students to logically
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examine their ideas until those ideas are either stripped down or re-shaped into the truth.
This process of slowing down to examine one's own thinking can facilitate independent
thinking, student-centered learning, the construction of knowledge, and the development
of problem-solving skills (Davis, 1993), all of which stem from critical thought.
A pre-experimental, posttest design study by Polite and Adams (1996)
demonstrated the impact of teacher questioning on student learning. Polite and Adams
conducted a study to show the effects of a learning model called Socratic seminars on
students in middle grades. A Socratic seminar is a 50-80 minute mini-lesson in which
students (groups of 25 of fewer) read a common text before the seminar, then in postreading, engage in discussion stemming from a central question posed by the teacher.
After students participated in anywhere from 20 to 40 Socratic seminars, Polite and
Adams examined the influence of the seminars on the students. The researchers found
that the Socratic seminars were effective in enhancing students' critical thinking skills as
indicated by students' metacognative activity. Eighty percent of the students sampled
engaged in at least intermittent metacognative activity. Piaget refers to such activity as
formal operational activity; a level higher than most middle school students would be
expected to perform (Piaget, 1952).
After reading the text, the question posed by the teacher required students to use
higher level thinking skills such as analysis and evaluation. All further discussion during
the seminar stemmed from student response to the central question. Discussion involved
active student evaluation of his or her own initial response, consideration of alternative
views, analyzing ethical principals, and deepening his or her own meaning of the topic
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discussed. The manner of the discourse following the question used the Socratic method
of questioning. The role of the teacher was to refine student thinking by presenting
probing questions, guide students to a deeper consideration of ideas, and enforce respect
among the group (Polite and Adams).
Socratic questioning, as a teaching method to promote critical thinking helps
students gain experience in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Instead of allowing
students to rely on the teacher for the right answer, Socratic questioning trains students to
look to themselves first. Socratic questioning cultivates learning through questioning and
develops independent thinking where students are able to clarify, question, examine,
compare, and evaluate ideas (Hirsch, 1997).

In conclusion, a Socratic approach to teaching promotes student learning through
questioning. Specifically in reading, Socratic questioning to develop critical thinking is a
successful teaching method. Teachers may use a Socratic questioning method to help
students critically respond to a text, lead students to make associations through aesthetic
reading, or get students to expand, refine, and share their thoughts in a class discussion.
The use of literature circles to promote critical thinking
To further help students think critically, classroom discussion can be beneficial.
Discussion allows students to share ideas, compare interpretations, analyze confounding
viewpoints, and evaluate their peers' attitude toward a text. One method of classroom
discussion ofliterature to promote critical thinking is through literature circles.
A literature circle (LC) is a heterogeneous group of four to six students who come
together to discuss a piece ofliterature. LCs allow students to choose their own book and
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discuss topics relevant to the student. LCs provide a rich environment for the sharing of
personal student reactions, perspectives, thoughts, and interpretations of a literary work.
With these conditions in mind, the teacher acts as the facilitator of each group, not the
discussion leader or instructor.
Over the past decade, LCs have become a popular teaching strategy in elementary
classrooms. The benefits ofLCs demonstrate why. LCs provide opportunities to develop
student oral language skills, students learn to express themselves, communicate, and
contribute to discussion (Souvenir, 1997). In addition, LCs promote peer discussion, oral
and written, the expression of comprehension, and allow students to expand thinking to
different levels of cognition (Kasten, 1995; Keegan & Shrake, 1991).
Many studies have been conducted to show the effects of LCs and their
implementation in the elementary school classroom. In 2003, Long and Gove published
results of a qualitative study showing the effects of literature circles on the critical
responses of 16 African-American students in a fourth-grade classroom. The researchers
define critical response as taking reading and writing beyond the obvious. Furthermore,
Long and Gove say critical response to literature is purposeful, reflective, and promote
curiosity and questioning. In a sense, critical response is the product of critical thinking.
The researchers used the central theme of racism in the U.S. South before
integration, as the topic of reading and discussion. Considering the students' cultural
heritage, the researchers felt racism in the U.S. South before integration, was a very
relevant topic. Students were then formed into three heterogeneous literature circles of
four to six students. Literature groups were presented with three texts to chose from, and
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each student in the literature group read the same text. To promote critical response, the
researchers implemented three specific engagement strategies: Ask open-ended
questions; Invite students to investigate and find out about explicit or implicit text
infonnation; and Encourage students to pose and solve problems about important text
events. During reading and post reading activities were implemented to develop each
strategy.
The researchers stated that through the implementation of LCs and engagement
strategies, critical response was prevalent. Fmihermore, oral critical response led to
written critical response. The researchers claim LCs offered the venue for students to
understand, reflect upon, and wrestle with controversial issues such as racism and
injustice. In addition, LCs provided authentic situations for students to share and discuss
their ideas, feelings, and reactions to the literature. The researchers believe that over
time, routine exposure to the practices within LCs will increase students' critical response
capability. LCs move students from thinking literally to critically (Long & Gove, 2003).
In addition to promoting critical thinking, while implementing LCs in the
classroom, students should feel as though they are in charge of their own learning. The
teacher is neither the dictator nor the leader during an LC meeting. Research shows that
when students participate in student-led discussion groups, they are likely to not only talk
more, but also provide more elaborate responses than if participating in a teacher-led
discussion (Almasi, 1995). Students in peer-led discussion groups were more likely to
identify and discuss conflicts between the personal and textual ideas (Ahnasi).
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A study by Maloch (2004) showed how one third-grade class made the shift from
literature discussion that was teacher-led to student-led literature discussion in small
groups. The teacher of the third-grade class, Ms. P., recognized that she could not simply
put her students in literature groups and expect to cultivate critical, analytical, and
interpersonal discussion without prior scaffolding. To prepare her students for literature
groups, Ms. P. followed a series of steps. First, with the whole class, Ms. P. modeled
possible response topics or questions that would lead to productive and sustained
discussion. These topics showed students what discussion in their literature groups
should look like. Next, Ms. P. formed students into small groups, and again, proposed
open-ended, critical-thought questions that focused on interpersonal issues. This second
step was an attempt to show her students what literature groups should feel like and to get
her students accustomed to the dynamics of critical thinking in a small group setting. An
important distinction in this step is that Ms. P. allowed each literature group to select the
book they read and discussed. While students were engaged in the literature groups
during this step, Ms. P. circled the classroom and helped students get focused or elaborate
on discussion. Before the last step, Ms. P. came together with her class and discussed
what makes a good literature group, what things worked and things that helped groups
talk about the book as related to themselves and their personal connections.
Finally, the students were ready for student-led literature groups. Ms. P. found
that students were able to self sustain their literature discussions and many of the topics
and discussions mimicked the questions from the whole group discussions as well as
generate their own questions reflecting the students' personal interests and background.
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Students also showed they were able to incorporate personal experiences into literature
discussion.
The Maloch study indicated that with the proper scaffolding and preparation,
literature discussion groups and literature circles can be self-sufficient and student led.
Once a teacher feels he/she has built his/her students up for success in LCs, the following
study suggests that critical thinking will ensue.
McMahon (1992) discusses the importance of the teacher as the facilitator in
small group discussions such as LCs. McMahon studied five fifth-grade students in an
urban, Midwestern town, as they experienced small group discussion ofliterature during
a five-week period. The five students read and discussed three historical fiction books
that focused on Japan during World War II. Before meeting together as a small group,
the teacher of the students being observed presented an instructional focus for the day.
The focus of the day was a topic that could be easily discussed in small groups. In
addition, the teacher reminded the students of additional topics that were suitable for
small group discussion.
After reading portions of the texts, the five students met for small group
discussion. Although the teacher of the five students did not call the small groups
literature circles, the groups were constructed in much of the way and held the same
principles as LCs. During the small group discussion, the teacher allowed conversations
to be student-led. Students consistently demonstrated that they were able to lead their
own discussions. More importantly, students demonstrated the ability to think critically
throughout their student-led small group interactions.
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McMahon describes the types of critical thinking that occurred through small
group literature discussion. One aspect of critical thinking the students demonstrated was
their ability to make connections across all three books. In fact, before reading the third
and final book, the students successfully predicted what the book would be about.
Students were using their prior knowledge and exposure to the first two books to
successfully evaluate themes the third book would hold. These connections took place
without the direct instruction of the teacher. A second characteristic of critical thinking
the students demonstrated was their ability to connect the themes of the books with their
own lives. Students were able to analyze their own interests, then synthesize that
information into ways that fit the context of the pieces of literature. Because of this
critical thinking skill, students reached unique conclusions related to the overall theme of
Japan and World War II all while maintaining student-led literature groups.
McMahon concludes that this study shows the importance ofliterature discussion
in small groups. Small groups foster student ability to be self-led rather than teacher-led.
Small groups also offer opportunities for students to share unique thoughts and
conclusions about their interpretation of the texts. Lastly, reading was made more
meaningful as students were able to develop and modify their thoughts evoked by the
text. Literature discussion in small groups has shown to be an avenue by which to
encourage and promote critical thinking skills.
The implementation of literature circles has shown to have positive impacts on
developing students as critical thinkers (Long & Gove). Literature circles foster
discussion that pushes students to share personal responses, compare perspectives, and
30

discuss attitudes toward a text (Souvenir). Literature circles allow for multiple
interpretations of a literary work, and through discussion, allow students to expand on
comprehension (Kasten; Keegan & Shrake). The literature used within a literature circle
can also have an impact on critical thinking and comprehension. Literature circles can be
made even more successful when the literature is properly chosen. The next section of
this review of literature will discuss ways in which literature, more specifically a specific
set of literature, called a text set, impacts critical thinking.
Text sets to promote critical thinking

Text sets consist of five to fifteen texts that are conceptually related in some way,
such as a unifying theme, text type, and/or author (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). There
are many benefits to the implementation of a text set in the classroom. One study by
Kyung-Sook, Kyoung-Ok, and Krashen (2005) showed the benefits of narrow reading in
a fourth grade, English as a foreign language class. The researchers describe narrow
reading as reading in only one genre, one subject matter, or the work of one author. Text
sets, then, would fall under the narrow reading definition. The researchers conducted a
pre-test, post-test study after implementing a 16-week reading curriculum using the
Clifford book series. Results indicated that students exposed to the narrow reading

curriculum increased in comprehension scores. In addition, students indicated they were
more interested in reading English, gained confidence in English reading, and enjoyed
narrow reading (Kyung-Sook, Kyoung-Ok, and Krashen, 2005).
Results of the Effects of narrow reading study indicate that the use of a text set
will positively impact student learning as well. Narrow reading and text set
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implementation follow similar theory; that students exposed to the repetition of a theme
in multiple texts will gain in comprehension (Kyongho & Nation, 1989). Text sets
provide the reader with familiar context, familiar background knowledge, the possible
repetition of vocabulary, and additional scaffolding with each added piece of literature
read within the text set
In addition to literature circles and Socratic questioning, there are many specific
teaching strategies that can be used while implementing a text set in a classroom to
promote critical thinking. Those strategies may include reciprocal teaching, say
something, questioning the author, sketch-to-stretch, character analysis, wonder web,
experience venn, or do it different. These specific strategies will be discussed further in
chapter four.
A major component of implementing a text set is oral discussion of the literature.
When students are encouraged to talk about books, studies show their comprehension of
such books improves. One such study by Loxterman, Beck, and McKeown (1994)
involved middle-school students reading social studies texts. Two groups were created:
Group one was instructed to read the text, pause at predetermined places, talk about what
they have read, and continue in this fashion to the end of the text. Group two was
instructed to simply read the text silently. The data showed that the first group of
students was able to recall information better than students in the second group. In
addition, students in the first group were able to answer open-ended questions about the
text significantly better than the second group. This study shows that talking during and
after reading improves student comprehension.
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Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) claim text sets provide the means for students to
expand their understanding of each text differently than if they had only read and
discussed one text. They go on to say tl1at student comprehension may continue to
increase as more books within a text set are read. Each piece of!iterature prepares the
student for the next piece of literature by building more background, extending student
thinking, providing the student with a wider rage of perspectives, and creating more
scaffolding.
In conclusion, implementation of text sets as a method to promote critical
thinking is beneficial (Daniels, 2002). Text sets, when used within a literature circle,
allow students to communicate comfortably within small groups while sharing their
individual interpretations of the literature and unique transaction with the literature.
Additionally, text sets have shown to increase student comprehension, confidence, and
enjoyment in reading (Sook, Kyoung-Ok, & Krashen). Text sets create the necessary
means by which students can explore a relevant topic from more than one angle.
Through discussion, text sets expose students to various viewpoints of a topic, and allow
each student to build upon their existing knowledge, expand their thinking, and force
each student to think more critically about what they have read.

Conclusion
This review ofliterature shows how components of the transactional theory of
reading as well as components from the reader response theory of reading foster critical
thinking. While reading, transaction is the mutual reciprocation between the reader and
the text. Rosenblatt has shown the importance of the unique background of each reader
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and how that background affects a text. Students should be encouraged in the natural
transaction between themselves and the text. When students feel success because of what
they bring to the text, comprehension and enjoyment increase as well (Krichman, 1997).
The reader response theory suggests the affects of approaching a text with
purpose. The efferent approach teaches students to concentrate on pulling information
from a text and to simply understand what the text is saying (Rosenblatt, 1978). On the
other hand, the aesthetic approach shows students they should consider and apply their
own unique history, background, and knowledge to what is being read. With an aesthetic
stance, the reader's purpose is to find personal meaning within a text (Rosenblatt).
The aesthetic stance should be promoted in a classroom to develop critical
thinking. Students with aesthetic reading purposes are able to draw upon their emotion,
experiences, feelings, and history to analyze, synthesize, and evaluate what they have
read. Consequently, students are able to respond and answer questions that require
critical thinking. To respond to critical thinking questions, students should feel safe in
their classroom environment. Krashen (1981), offered ways to lower each student's
affective filter, and Holley and Steiner (2005) have pointed out the importance of creating
a safe space in the classroom where students feel open and comfortable in their responses
to literature. In a safe classroom environment, students are free to explore what it means
to think critically. A safe classroom, void of punishment for mistakes made while
exploring learning, fosters critical thinking.
Freire (2000) and Sapp (2002) suggest benefits for increasing critical thinking
skills. While Freire suggests critical thinking builds the capacity for authentic dialogue,
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Sapp (2002) adds that critical thinking increases the understanding of why one fails to
learn, the ability to question and analyze the world, the ability to reflect on experiences,
and the capacity to connect what is learned in the classroom to the real world (Sapp).
Such outcomes stem from a balanced literacy program, top down teaching methods, and
teaching that allows for differentiated instruction. The implementation of a Socratic
questioning within a balanced reading curriculum supports critical thinking in the
classroom. As Hirsch has shown, Socratic questioning cultivates learning through
questioning and develops independent thinking where students are able to clarify,
question, examine, compare, and evaluate ideas (Hirsch, 1997).
Critical thinking can be fostered, additionally, through the use ofliterature circles
and text sets. Long and Gove (2003) as well as Daniels (2002) have shown the benefits
ofLCs are multi-faceted. For example, LCs foster discussion, push students to share
personal responses, and help students compare alternative perspectives. Literature circles
further promote critical thinking by allowing for multiple interpretations and viewpoints
of one literary work to be acceptable. When the literature used within a literature circle is
centered around a text set, critical thinking and comprehension can further be increased
(Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996).
In chapter three, the author will review the methodology and procedures for the
creation of this project. Furthermore, chapter three will review the author's interest in the
topic of promoting critical thinking through the use of a text set and its relevance in
today's society. Lastly, chapter three will outline the specific strategies present in the
handbook portion of this project.
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CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY

Introduction
The purpose of this project was to create a handbook of strategies that promote
critical thinking for teachers. Specifically, this project was designed to promote critical
thinking through the use of a text set with the central theme, leaving home.

Interest in the Study
The author became interested in the topic of this project as a result of
conversations with professors and peers about the effects of the No Child Left Behind act
(NCLB, 2001). Since NCLB, teachers have seen a change in the reading curriculum,
they are required to use in the classroom. This author is concerned with the repercussions
of such federally mandated reading curriculum. Curriculum that focuses on explicit
phonics instruction, scripted material, and strategies that teach students only what is
necessary to pass the test, leave little room for teachers to develop their students' critical
thinking skills.
The author saw a gap in the existing elementary classroom between scripted
basals and teaching that fosters critical thinking. The author wanted to create a handbook
for teachers, as well as for personal use, of strategies that help create a balance in the
classroom between mandated curriculum and the opportunity to develop students as
critical thinkers.
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Procedures
The purpose of this project is to create a handbook for teachers of instructional
strategies connected to a text set theme to promote critical thinking. The project focuses
on eight specific strategies teachers can use in a fourth grade class. These strategies help
deveiop students' critical thinking skills through use of a text set centered around the
theme leaving home. Although the handbook focuses on fourth grade, the strategies may
be adapted to any grade level, using any text set theme.
The author has had experiency working in a 4th grade class where the majority of
students were Mexican or Chicano, and several of the students came from migrant
families. In addition, the author has worked with monolingual and bilingual Spanish
speaking migrant students during a summer school program at Union Gap School, in
Union Gap, WA. Immigration and migration were relevant topics in the lives of these
students. This teaching experience with Hispanic, Chicano and students of migrant
families has influenced the leaving home theme of this project and text set.
The diversity that exists in the classroom shows teachers the importance of
addressing issues of immigration and migration. Topics addressed by the text set include:
migrant families, oppression of the minority culture, crossing the Mexican-American
border, family ties, leaving friends, learning a language, dealing with cultural norms, and
changing schools. The leaving home text set will allow the diverse population of the
classroom to identify with characters found throughout the text set, increasing interest in
reading and heightening student motivation to think critically.
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After deciding upon the theme of the text set, the author used various resources to
gather relevant information, statistics, background, studies, and theories to complete the
review of literature pertinent to the project. Major topics explored and studied include:
the transactional theory, the reader response theory, and general critical thinking
foundations. Furthermore, Socratic questioning to promote critical thinking, text sets,
and literature to promote critical thinking were discussed. Educational Resources
Information Centers (ERIC) and ProQuest online journal searches were utilized to
identify both qualitative and quantitative research data related to critical thinking and
effective procedures to promote and develop critical thinking in elementary students.
Other literature, online resources, magazines, and teacher guides were used to research
the topic.
The author used the information gathered to find connections between both the
transactional theory and reader response theory to critical thinking. Socratic questioning,
text sets, and literature circles were also tied in to develop a handbook for teachers of
instructional strategies to promote critical thinking. Multiple strategies were explored to
formulate the best practices to promote critical thinking. Exploration of beneficial
strategies included conversations with teachers, conversations with professors, reviewing
teacher handbooks, searching online teacher websites, and the author's experience with
successful teaching strategies in her own classroom.

It is the goal of this project to create a balance in the classroom between scripted
basals and teaching that fosters critical thinking. When used as part of a balanced reading
program, it is hoped that this project will better develop students as critical thinkers.
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Finally, this author hopes to use this handbook in her own classroom some day very soon.
The long-term goal of this author is to employ the critical thinking strategies in her
classroom and document student growth towards critical thinking. She hopes this
documentation will further validate the strategies and the review of literature.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE PROJECT
Introduction

The purpose of this project is to create a handbook for teachers that provides
instructional strategies connected to a text set theme to promote critical thinking. This
chapter will outline the development of a text set and the famework for text set
implementation. Chapter four also includes the complete handbook for teachers. This
handbook will allow fourth grade teachers with little or no background in the use of text
sets to be successful. Teachers will be able to utilize the lesson plans, book
recommendations, and other materials to enhance their teaching strategies and develop
his or her students as critical thinkers.
The author departs from academic writing (see chapters one, two, and three) and
uses a teacher-friendly, conversation style writing throughout the handbook. The
handbook includes an introduction on how to use the handbook, eight lesson plans (each
incorporating a different teaching strategy to be used within literature circles),
recommended literature, resources and reproducibles. Although the handbook focuses on
fourth grade, the strategies may be adapted to any grade level, using any text set theme.
The strategies included in the handbook include Reciprocal Teaching (Palinscar,
1984), Say Something (Harste, Burke, & Watson), Questioning the Author (Beck,
McKeown, Hamilton, & Kucan, 1997), Sketch-to-Stretch (Harste, Burke, Siegel, &
Feathers), Character Analysis, Wonder Web, Experience Venn, and D.I.D (Luehrs,
2006). The development of this handbook will allow fourth grade teachers with little or
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no background in the use of text sets to utilize the lesson plans, book recommendations,
and other materials in the handbook to further their teaching strategies and develop his or
her students as critical thinkers.
The following sections will outline text set development as well as the framework
for text set implementation. The text set development section will outline the best
strategies for choosing literature that make up a text set. In the text set framework
section, teachers will learn how to best implement a text set in their classroom. The
introduction of the text set, the structure of literature circles, and the implementation of
the strategies will be discussed.
Text set development

Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) offer several criteria when selecting literature for
a text set. First, the books in the text set should follow a close degree of similarity.
Similarity could run across by theme, author, or subject matter. Students should be able
to recognize the thread that runs between the books. This recognition helps students
approach each text with an idea of what the text will be about. However, there should be
one to two books within the text set that challenges the student's assumptions and makes
them think, what does this book have to do with the theme? For example, in the leaving
home text set, The Journey: Stories ofMigration by Cynthia Rylant is a book about
animal migration. It is thought provoking for students to make the connection that it is
not only people who migrate but also animals.
Second, the text set should include a variety of genres. The text set may include
poetry, newspapers, fiction, non-fiction, biographies, historical fiction, or articles. The
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inclusion of varying pieces of literature helps students see that the theme of the text set is
relevant to many areas of life, not just in fictional books.
The third criterion for literature in a text set is that it is culturally and
linguistically diverse. The text set should offer a wide range of cultural and ethnic
perspectives. This includes literature written by authors who represent different cultures
and/or from other countries. Direct accounts of a person's experience with varying
socioeconomic status, religion, community, occupation, and ethnicity offer students more
opportunity to personally relate to the literature. Multiple view points also extend student
thinking beyond their personal backgrounds. In addition, text sets should offer
opportunities to foster and validate the first language of ESL students in the class. The
ESL student's reading proficiency in English may not be as advanced as that student's
reading proficiency in their heritage language. Therefore, teachers should be aware of
which books he or she may need to offer in both English and a student's heritage
language as to not exclude any student from the rich content and discussion text sets
offer.
A fourth criterion to consider is the interests of the students. The chosen theme
should reflect the cultural backgrounds of the students and their likes and interests. It is
also beneficial to include texts with characters with which the students can relate. Some
of the literature should include characters around the same age as the students in the
classroom.
The last criterion to consider while developing the text set is the degree of
difficulty of literature. Text sets should reflect the full range of student reading abilities
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within the classroom. Students in a classroom may want to challenge themselves and
read a book slightly more difficult than what they are used to; the text set should allow
this option. In the same way, students who are reading below grade level should not be
excluded from text set discussion because the texts are too hard. The range ofreading
levels will be vast in any given classroom and the text set should provide opportunities
for reading that help each student feel success.
Text set framework

For this project, the theme leaving home was chosen. Students learn best when
they are able to relate new information to their own lives (Ornstein & Levine, 2000).
Leaving home is an extremely relevant topic in the lives of elementary-aged students.
With the ever-diversifying population of the classroom, teachers are finding, now more
than ever, that they must center lessons and units on themes relevant to the student
population. In 2004 in Washington State, 29% of the student population was an ethnicity
other than white (Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction /OSPI/, 2004). This
statistic shows teachers the importance of addressing issues of immigration and
migration. The Leaving home text set will allow the diverse population of the classroom
to identify with characters found throughout the text set, increasing interest in reading
and heightening student motivation to think critically.
The leaving home text set theme allows students to explore how other youngsters
who have experienced immigration, migration, and moving have felt while making those
changes. Open discussion and the sharing of personal experiences and interpretation of
each text will allow students to feel validation in their own experience with the theme.
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Students within a class may choose to read any or all of the books within the text
set theme according to the teacher's direction. Discussion, through Literature Circles
(LCs), allows students to discuss the wide range of perspectives each individual takes
while reading the literature with in a text set. Other teaching strategies outlined in the
handbook include reciprocal questioning, say something, questioning the author, sketchto-stretch, character analysis, wonder web, experience venn, and Do It Different (D.I.D.).
To introduce the new text set theme, students should have time to browse and
look through the literature in the text set. Teachers should display the literature around
the classroom so students are encouraged to take time and find out which books appeal to
their interests. After a few days of initial exposure to the new text set, students should be
encouraged to discuss with the whole class ideas, thoughts, initial reactions to the new
theme. During this time, teachers should make note of which books most appeal to
students and the initial connections students make.
Once the text set has been established, students sign up for the first book they will
read. Literature circles (LCs) are formed according to the text, (there may be more than
one group reading the same text) and students begin by browsing through their chosen
text and discussing what the text may be about, how the theme leaving home will show
up, and why they chose the book. Students then proceed to read the literature during
appropriated reading times assigned by the teacher.
While students are reading their books, every few days the teacher will stop, and
allow each LC to meet and discuss the book. At this time, the teacher may pose openended questions that allow for critical thinking to each group. This procedure is followed
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until the entire text is read. At each stopping point, the teacher may also impose a
specific teaching strategy for the LCs to follow. These specific strategies are described in
detail in the handbook for teachers.
For example, once a LC is halfway through their book, the teacher may
implement the sketch to stretch activity. In this activity, students draw what the story
means to them. Students are encouraged not to draw an illustration for the story, but
rather critically reflect on how they could visually represent that reflection or meaning.
Students may also draw their personal connections to the story. Once complete, students
share their drawings and the other members of the LC discus what the illustrator may be
representing. Lastly, the illustrator explains him/herself. Sketch to stretch allows
students to analyze, and evaluate by reflecting upon questions such as, "how is ( a
character) related to me?" or "Based on what you know, how would you explain the
events that have taken place?" Sketch to stretch is one example of a strategy that fosters
critical thinking and may be implemented with a text set, within an LC.
Once all students in the class have finished reading one piece of literature, new
LCs may be formed so that students can discuss what their classmates have read. The
new LCs should consist of students who have read different pieces of literature within the
text set. Comparisons across the books may be discussed by critically analyzing
similarities and differences. Once again, strategies that promote critical thinking from the
handbook should be implemented.
The teacher should gauge how much time is necessary in discussing the first piece
of literature read. Once he or she feels students have had significant opportunities to
45

discuss, students choose the second piece of literature in the text set they wish to read.
This procedure is continued until students have read at least three of the texts within the
set.
A wrap-up lesson may be implemented at the culmination of the text set.
Teachers may choose from a variety of activities to use to bring the theme to a close.
However, implementation of the strategies used within the text set may start out
rocky. At first, students may feel uncomfortable or disoriented in the discussion-type
settings required of them while they share and exchange ideas with their classmates about
the literature they have read. Students might choose to close themselves off or may feel
uneasy about sharing thoughts and exposing ideas they are not used to expressing or that
have not previously been validated (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996). If students are simply
not used to a small group setting, discussion might start out slow.
Furthermore, text set implementation is a learned process. Students may be
confused at how the curriculum, as a whole, works and fits into their daily or weekly
routine. However, over time, students will begin to understand what is expected of them,
begin to feel comfortable in the learning environment, understand how to expand their
thinking, and how to make connections between the various pieces of related literature.
Strategies used during the implementation of a text set, such as LCs, will become
smoother and evolve over time among students. Thus is it important to create a nonthreatening, open, and understanding environment within which students feel validation
in their unique interpretation of each text (Kauffman, 1996).

(
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Conclusion

While developing a text set, there are a number of guidelines that help to make the
text set successful. First, the books must remain true to the overlying theme. Students
should be able to recognize the theme that connects each book. The second guideline, is
that the text set contains a variety of types of books. Thirdly, the text set should contain
literature that promotes cultural responsiveness. The literature should be culturally,
linguistically, and ethnically diverse. The fourth criteria while developing a text set is to
keep in mind the likes and interests of the students. A text set should contain material
that is appealing to students and motivates them to read. Lastly, the text set should cover
a range of reading levels.
Once the text set is developed there are several steps to follow to insure smooth
transition into literature circle discussion. First, students should be allowed to browse
through the books in the text set to decide which book they would like to read. After
students have formed literature circles, the teacher will implement strategies to promote
high level thinking amongst the literature circles. As students become more familiar with
the type of discussion required of them during literature circles, the teacher moves from
the teacher role, to the facilitator and monitor role. The objective of literature circle
discussion is that students will be peer and self-taught and not require direct instruction
from the teacher.
The goal is that, over time, students will become self-sufficient critical thinkers.
The strategies presented in the following handbook have been specifically designed and
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modified to promote analysis, synthesis, and evaluation through the text set theme
leaving home.
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Introduction
Why is Teaching Critical Thinking Important?
Critical thinking is a cognitive process that asks students to reach beyond what is
explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. Critical thinking urges students to
draw inferences, integrate information, synthesize and evaluate information as well as
reflect upon their own thinking. Critical thinkers understand how to think and are able to
ask appropriate questions, efficiently and creatively sort through infonnation, reason
logically with this information, and come to reliable conclusions (Schafersman, 1991).
Don't you want your students to become better critical thinkers?
Integrate, reason, synthesize, evaluate, reflect! Sure, all the verbs associated with
critical thinking sound academic, but what are the real benefits for our students in doing
all those things? First, critical thinking builds the capacity for authentic dialogue (Freire,
2000). Imagine with me, a classroom separated into four or five heterogeneous small
groups of students. Within one of those groups, students are questioning the author of a
book they have just read. In another group, students share how they relate to a character
in a book they have read. A third group takes the time to orally evaluate the responses of
their fellow group members. All the while, the teacher wanders the room, affirming the
student responses, and monitoring discussion. The activities within this classroom
promote oral discussion of what students are critically thinking. Each student engages in
authentic dialogue that relates to the student's experiences, the student's background, and
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the student's interest. A far-fetched, hypothetical classroom setting you ask? Certainly
not! It's a classroom of critical thinkers!
Another advantage to developing our students as critical thinkers is that critical
thinking increases a student's capacity to connect what is learned in the classroom, to the

teal world (Sapp, 2000). This handbook is centered around the theme leaving home.
Leaving home includes immigration, migration, and moving. We focus on this theme
through the use of a text set. How many of your students have ever moved? How many
have had a friend move away? How many of your students have ancestors who have
moved from a foreign country, or maybe still live in that country? Moving is a relevant
topic to your average fourth grade student. The central theme of this handbook allows
students to be presented with many opportunities to make text-to-self and text-to-world
connections. When students make such connections, we are increasing their
comprehension of the text and their motivation to read.
Still need more reasons to teach your students critical thinking skills? How about
the fact that developing your students as critical thinkers will help them to question and
analyze the world. Did you know critical thinkers are able to reflect on experiences and
figure out why a failure to learn has occurred? Just one more thing if you still need
convincing. The ability to think critically is a life long skill. Though critical thinking
may not be emphasized on a standardized test, and the words analyze, synthesize, and
evaluate may be big and scary for your students, in the end, a critical thinker will always
come out on top.
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Therefore ...

Students Need Opportunities to Develop as Critical
Thinkers!
... and not just any opportunity, but meaning-based opportunities! This
handbook allows you to incorporate critical thinking strategies into everyday lessons in
which the students will relate to. Once these strategies become a part of your classroom's
weekly routine, you will find that students are able to independently function as critical
thinkers. Your role will slowly shift from teacher, to facilitator, to observer.
This is where the

Text Set comes into play.

A text set is simply a group of

5-15 texts that are conceptually related in some way (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996).
This handbook focuses on a leaving home text set. Remember? This is a relevant topic
through which your students will be able to create meaning-based learning.
Implementation of a text set is sort of like starting a new thematic unit. BUT ... this text
set focuses on reading, reading comprehension, oral language development and develops
student literacy while developing critical thinking skills. Although the text set can be
related to many content areas, we will focus on reading and writing. More about text sets
later.
Once we have our text set established, we can move into literature circles.
Literature circles come into play as the overlying strategy to create critical thinking
opportunities. What is a literature circle anyway?
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Literature Circles in the
Classroom
A literature circle (LC) is a heterogeneous grouping of four to six students who
discuss a piece of literature. LCs provide a rich environment for the sharing of personal
student reactions, perspectives, thoughts, and interpretations of a literary work. Within
the LC, students will use one of the following strategies each time they meet: Reciprocal
Teaching, Say Something, Questioning the Author, Sketch-to-Stretch, Character
Analysis, Wonder Web, Experience Venn or Do It Different. These eight strategies are
explained in detail later.
For you visual learners, take a look at the following graphic organizer to better
see how all of this fits together:

LCs are used to facilitate
the 8 strategies outline in this
handbook.
Character Analysis

Sketch-to-Stretch

Experience Venn

Wonder Web

Say Something

Reciprocal Teaching

Do It Different

Questioning the Author
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Organizing the Classroom for Text Sets
& Literature Circles
To introduce the new text set theme, students should have time to browse the
literature within the text set. Display the literature around the classrocnu and encourage
students to take time and find out which books appeal to their interests. After a few days
of initial exposure to the new text set, students should be encouraged to discuss with the
whole class, ideas, thoughts, initial reactions to the new theme. During this time,
teachers should make note of which books most appeal to students and the initial
connections students make. The books your students are most interested in will make up
the text set.
Once the text set has been established, students sign up for the first book they will
read. Literature circles (LCs) are formed according to the text, (there may be more than
one group reading the same text). Students begin by browsing through their chosen text
and discussing what the text may be about, how the theme leaving home will show up,
and why they chose the book. Students then proceed to read the literature during
appropriated reading times assigned by you.
You may decide that within LCs, student role assignments would benefit the
group. For LCs to run as smooth as possible, some students enjoy the task of assigning
and receiving specific jobs or roles within their LC. Possible roles include, but are not
limited to:
•

Recorder (writer
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•

Artist (drawer)

•

Time/Task Manager (watches the clock)

•

Materials Coordinator (retrieves/turns in supplies and completed work)

•

Speaker (presents/speaks for the group)

•

Reader (reads text aloud if necessary}

Within each LC, allow students to assign roles. If you feel roles should be given
during a strategy, write the roles you feel are appropriate on the board and allow students
to divvy up the responsibility. Again, some students are more easily able to stay focused
and on task if they are in charge of a specific portion of the group's overall success. On
the other hand, some LCs and some strategies do not require the assignment of student
roles.
While students are reading their books, every few days, stop and allow each LC to
meet and discuss the book. This is when the eight strategies come in to play. You may
choose to have each LC engage in the same strategy or assign each LC a different
strategy. This procedure is followed until the entire text is read. By the time an LC has
read the entire text, the LC may have gone through all eight of the strategies. On the
other hand, some LCs may only focus on three to four strategies during the reading of
their text. What strategies to use, and when to use them is entirely up to the teacher.
For example, once a LC is half way through their book, you may implement the

sketch to stretch activity. In this activity, students draw what the story means to them.
Students are encouraged not to draw an illustration for the story, but rather critically
reflect on how they could visually represent that reflection or meaning. Students may
6
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also draw their personal connections to the story. Once complete, students share their
drawings and the other member of the LC discus what the illustrator may be representing.
Lastly, the illustrator explains him/herself. Sketch to stretch allows students to analyze,
and evaluate by reflecting upon questions such as, "how is (a character) related to me?"
of "Based on what you know, how would you explain the events that have taken place?"
Sketch to stretch is one example of a strategy that fosters critical thinking and may be
implemented with a text set.
Once all students in the class have finished reading one piece ofliterature, new
LCs may be formed so that students can discuss what their classmates have read. The
new LCs should consist of students who have read different pieces ofliterature within the
text set. Comparisons across the books may be discussed by critically analyzing
similarities and differences. Once again, strategies that promote critical thinking should
be implemented. This procedure is continued until students have read at least three of the
texts within the set ( or how ever many you see fit).
A wrap-up lesson may be implemented at the culmination of the text set. You
may choose from a variety of activities to use to bring the theme to a close. It's probable
you have noticed the students in your class were particularly fond of a certain strategy.
To wrap-up, find a way to implement that strategy with the whole-class.

How long should I spend on one text set theme?

The length

of time you choose to work through the theme is completely up to you. If students are
particularly motivated by a theme, you can opt to work with that theme until all the books
within that text set have been read. On the other hand, if you sense that your students are
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ready to move on from a theme, move on! Text sets are intended to motivate student
learning and promote critical thinking. There is no amount of curriculum you need to
"cover" to feel the text set has been successful. Let your students gauge the amount of
time you spend on a text set theme. When students become unmotivated and
unenthusiastic about the theme, it's time to move on.

How often should Iiterature circles meet?

Again, this is your

decision. Students may feel become burnt-out of you implement literature circles every
day of the week. However, if you implement literature circles sporadically every once in
a while, students might not gain motivation from the text set's theme. A good guideline
is to have your students meet in literature circles at least twice a week. This way,
students will not become burnt out but at the same time, the weekly consistency will be
enough to keep the motivation up and going.

How long should each literature circle meeting last?
Literature circle meeting times depend on many variables. The biggest time predictor,
however, is the strategy you are implementing. Some of the strategies outlined in this
handbook may take longer than others. For example, the Character Analysis strategy has
the capacity to take up to two, 40-minute periods-or longer! Depending on your
students. The Say Something strategy, on the other hand, may only last one, 20 minute
period. Other questions you should think about in deciding the length of time each
literature circle meeting might be:

•

Are my students familiar with this strategy?
8

(

•

How long did students spend on this strategy last time?

• Will I have to take up some of the literature circle time modeling?
• Do I need to allow students time to re-read during literature circle
meetings?
•

How long is the portion of text that students are expected to re-read
during this literature circle meeting?

• Do the students look/sound like they are wrapping up?
•

Do the students look/sound like they are engaging in enriching
conversation?

(

•

Help! This Isn't Working in My Classroom!
Yes, things will be messy at first, but have no fear! The implementation of the
strategies used within the text set may start out rocky. At first, students may feel
uncomfortable or disoriented in the discussion-type settings required of them while they
share and exchange ideas with their classmates about the literature they have read.
Students might choose to close themselves off or may feel uneasy about sharing thoughts
and exposing ideas they are not used to expressing or that have not previously been
validated (Short, Harste, & Burke, 1996).
Therefore, it is important to build trust amongst the students in your classroom.
Respect for all opinions and ideas should be encouraged through verbal affinnation and
9

respectful responses. Students can learn to be supportive, respectful, and encouraging to
their peers as well, through good teacher modeling. Teachers should foster the
individuality a reader brings to the text by showing students that one text will have many
different interpretations.

Furthermore, text set implementation is a learned process. Students may be
confused at how the curriculum, as a whole, works and fits into their daily or weekly
routine. However, over time, students will begin to understand what is expected of them,
begin to feel comfortable in the learning environment, understand how to expand their
thinking, and how to make connections between the various pieces of related literature.
The strategies you use during the implementation of the text set and the LCs will become
smoother and evolve over time among students. Remember to create a non-threatening,
open, and understanding environment within which students feel validation in their
unique interpretation of each text.

One strategy that can be used throughout the implementation of the text set is

Socratic Questioning
Socratic questioning is a teaching technique that dates back 2,500 years to the
courtyards of Athens. Instead of acquiring knowledge through teaching, Socrates
believed a man could recover knowledge from within himself through the act of being
lead through a series of questions. That series of questioning would eventually evoke, or
10

bring forth, the knowledge a man was seeking (Bartlett, 2004). The leader of the series
of questioning would simply guide the man to find and bring forth the knowledge that
was in his soul all along. Hence the term Socratic questioning!
Teachers use Socratic questioning to systematically question a student with the
intent to lead the student to the formulation (or realization) of the correct answer,
seemingly on their own. The Socratic form of questioning forces students to logically
examine their ideas until those ideas are either stripped down or re-shaped into the truth.
This process of slowing down to examine one's own thinking can facilitate independent
thinking, student-centered learning, the construction of knowledge, and the development
of problem-solving skills (Davis, 1993).
Socratic questioning, as a teaching method to promote critical thinking, helps
students gain experience in analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. Instead of allowing
students to rely on the teacher for the right answer, Socratic questioning trains students to
look to themselves. Socratic questioning cultivates learning through questioning and
develops independent thinking where students are able to clarify, question, examine,
compare, and evaluate ideas (Hirsch, 1997).
The strategies used with the leaving home text set are designed to allow Socratic
questioning to take place. The strategies outlined generally present open-ended
questions, which force students to develop their own thoughts. Once a student has
expressed those thoughts either in written or verbal form, Socratic questioning methods
may come in to play.
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For example, while supervising a literature circle, the teacher might hear a
student's interpretation of a certain part of the text that is slightly off base from what the
author is trying to convey. If the teacher feels that the student's misinterpretation is
severe enough that it affects story comprehension, the teacher could use Socratic
questioning to guide the student to a more accurate interpretation. In Socratic
questioning, the teacher has in mind what information he/she would like the student to
grasp. But instead of giving that information, directly, to the student, the teacher leads
the student to the information by asking open-ended questions.
Paul (1990) has developed a taxonomy of Socratic questioning. This taxonomy is
not necessarily hierarchical, but rather, it proves a starting point from which students and
teacher may jump to any one of the multiple categories of questions. Questioning does
not have to begin in the first category, then move to the second, and so on. The role of
the teacher during Socratic questioning is to facilitate the train of conversation and to
keep it on it's tracks headed in the right direction.
The following page shows the six categories of questions as observed by Paul:
Questions of Clarification, Questions that Probe Assumptions, Questions that Probe
Reasons and Evidence, Questions About Viewpoints or Perspectives, Questions that
Prove Implications and Consequences, and Questions About the Question. The
questions within each category can be helpful to guide your questioning.
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Taxonomy of Socratic Questions
Questions Of Clarification

Questions That Probe Assumptions

What do you mean by _ _?
Could you put it another way?
Is your main point _ _ or _ _?
Would you summarize in your own words
what - - has said?
Could you give me an example?
Could you say something niore about that?
Why do you say that?

What are you assuming?
What could we assume instead?
How would you justify your assumption?
Is this always the case? Why does this
assumption hold true here?
What is your classmate assuming?

Questions that Probe Reasons and
Evidence

Questions About Viewpoints or
Perspectives

What would be an example?
How do you know?
Why do you say that?
What difference does that make?
What would change your mind?
What other information do you need?
Could you explain your reasoning?
What led you to that belief?
How does that apply to this text?
Is there reason to doubt that evidence?
How could find out if that is true?

You seem to be approaching this issue
from _ _ perspective. Why have you
chosen this perspective?
What might someone who believed
think?
Can/did anyone see this in another way?
What would someone who disagrees say?
What is an alternative?
How are your classmates' ideas
similar/different?

Questions that Prove Implications
and Consequences

Questions About the Question

What are you implying by that?
If that happened, what would happen as a
result?
What effect would that have?
What is an alternative?
If this is the case, then what must be true?
If we say this is unethical, how about that?

How can we find out?
What does this question assume?
How could someone settle this question?
Can we break this question down at all?
Is the question clear? Do we understand it?
Do we all agree that this is the question?
What questions do we need to answer first?
How would _ _ put the issue?
Why is this question important to us?
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Developing a Text Set
Short, Harste, and Burke (1996) offer several criteria when selecting literature for
a text set. First, most of the books in the text set should follow a close degree of

familiarity. Students should be able to recognize the thread that runs between the books.
This recognition helps students approach each text with an idea of what the text will be
about.

However, there should be one to two books within the text set that challenges the

student's assumptions and makes them think, what does this book have to do with the

theme? For example, in the leaving home text set, The Journey: Stories ofMigration by
Cynthia Rylant is a book about animal migration. It is thought-provoking for students to
make the connection that it is not only people who migrate.

Second, the text set should include a variety of genres. The text set may include
poetry, newspapers, fiction, non-fiction, biographies, historical fiction, or articles. The
inclusion of varying pieces of literature helps students see that the theme of the text set is
relevant to many areas of life, not just in fictional books.
The third criterion for literature in a text set is that it is culturally and

linguistically diverse. The text set should offer a wide range of cultural and ethnic
perspectives. This includes literature written by authors who are parts of different
cultures and/or from other countries. Direct accounts of a person's experience with
varying socioeconomic status, religion, community, occupation, and ethnicity offer
students more opportunity to personally relate to the literature. Multiple view points also
extend student thinking beyond their personal backgrounds. In addition, text sets should
14
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offer opportunities to foster and validate the first language of ESL students in the class.
The ESL student's reading proficiency in English may not be as advanced as his/her
reading proficiency in Spanish. Therefore, teachers should be aware of which books he
or she may need to offer in both Spanish and English as to not exclude any student from
the rich content and discussion text sets offer.
A fourth criterion to consider is the interests of the students. The chosen theme
should reflect the cultural backgrounds of the students and their likes and interests. It is
also beneficial to include texts with characters with which the students can relate. Some
of the literature should include characters around the same age as the students in the
classroom.
The last criterion to consider while developing the text set is the degree of

difficulty of literature. Text sets should reflect the full range of student reading abilities
within the classroom. Did I include something for my gifted students? Are there options
for my students with exceptionalities? Will my ESL students' needs be met?

How that you know the how to develop a text set, let's talk about the logistics.
Text sets are investments. Text sets take time to collect. On a teacher's budget, text sets
often take many garage sales to fully develop! Here are some ideas to help the
accumulation process go as quick and inexpensive as possible:

• Search garage sales for books
• Ask fellow teachers to borrow books
• Research grants available for extra money
15

• Check the school library as well as the city library for books
•

Talk with your school librarian for additional resources

• Send a note home to families asking for used books or donations
• Rotate text sets with fellow teachers. If each fourth grade teacher invests in one set,
you will be set for the year!

16

The Immigration/Migration
Text Set
What books do you need for this particular text set? Listed below are the eight books
that fall under the theme lt!avtng homt!. Of this book !is!, srudems pick the liMks that will
comprise your class's specific text set. If there are five literature groups during the
leaving home theme, only five of the above listed books will be used. Each student
within the literature circle should have a copy of that text.

•

Alvarez, Julia. (2002). How Tia Lola Came to Stay. New York: Dell
Y earing Books.
When Miguel's Tia Lola comes from the Dominican Republic to Vermont to help
out his mami, Miguel is worried that his unusual aunt will make it even more
difficult to make new friends. It's been hard enough moving from New York City
and leaving Papi behind. Sometimes he wishes Tia Lola would just go back to the
island. But after some events, Miguel changes his wish to a new one, and he
finally even figures out a clever way to make it come true.

•

Atkina, Beth S. (1993). Voices From the Fields. New York: Scholastic.
A collection of true-life accounts from the lives of nine Mexican-American
families. This book offers readers a glimpse of what life is like for migrant
children.
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•

Hosozawa-Nagana, Elaine. (1994). Chopsticks from America. Chicago:
Polychrome Publishing.
When two Japanese American children go to Japan, they learn that the country of
their forebears is not what they expected. But before long, the unfamiliar becomes
familiar, expanding to tolerance and acceptance of differences, a part of growing
up.

•

Levine, Ellen. (1989). I Hate English! New York: Scholastic.
When Mei Mei moves to New York from China, speaking English is not her top
priority. In fact, Mei Mei refuses to speak English. With the encouragement of
her teacher, will Mei Mei come to understand that she can hold on to her native
language, but learn to like a new language too?

•

Munoz Ryan, Pam. (2000). Esperanza Rising. New York: Scholastic Press .
Esperanza Ortega possesses all the treasures a young girl could want. But a
sudden forces Esperanza and Mama to flee to California and settle in a Mexican
farm labor camp. There they confront the challenges of hard work, acceptance by
their own people, and economic difficulties brought on by the Great Depression.
When Mama falls ill, will Esperanza have enough strength to press on in her new
home?
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• Perez, Amada Irma. (2002). My Dimy From Here to There/ Mi Diario De Aqui,
Hasta Alla. San Francisco: Children's Book Press.

An autobiographical tale of a young girl's journey with her family from Ciudad
Juarez, Mexico, to their new home in Los Angeles, California. Read how
Amanda handles her fears, hopes, and dreams on her journey north.

• Perez, L. King. (2002). First Day ill Grapes. New York: Lee & Low Books Inc .
All year long, Chico and his family move up and down the state of California
picking fruits and vegetables. Every September they pick grapes, and every year,
Chico starts at a new school again. Often other children pick on him-maybe
because he is always new or maybe because he speaks Spanish sometimes.
Chico's first day of third grade turns out to be different. Read how Chico handles
the tough situations he encounters.

• Rylant, Cynthia. (2006). The Journey: Stories of migration. New York: Blue
Sky Press.
A beautiful book about six tales of animal migration. These are not individual
journeys, but narratives relating the migratory habits of six species: the desert
locust, the blue whale, the American silver eel, the monarch butterfly, the
caribou, and the Arctic tern. Each highly illustrated chapter follows a species
through a round-trip cycle of its travels, describing how and why the trip is
made as well as life along the journey. ( Carolyn Phelan. Copyright©

American Library Association. All rights reserved).
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• Stanly, Jerry. (1992). Children of the Dust Bowl: The true sto1y of the school at
Weedpatc/1 Camp. New York: Crown Publishers.

A compelling story of the "Okie" migration to California of the 1930s, the
construction and life, and of a remarkable school at a farm workers' camp. Told
largely in the words of the migrants themselves, this book provides a glimpse of a
neglected period of American history that speaks of prejudice being transformed
into acceptance and despair into hope.
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Strategy Overview
Let's take a look at the structure of the strategies in this handbook. Each strategy is
outlined in a lesson plan-style format containing the following components: Why?,
Description of the Strategy, Materials, Steps to complete the strategy, and Tips.

• Why?: Read why the strategy promotes critical thinking as well as the other
ways the sh·ategy is beneficial for students.

• Description of the Strategy: An explanation of what the strategy asks
students to do, produce, or discuss.

• Materials: The materials needed to complete the strategy. Some of the
materials may be found in the Reproducibles section at the back of the handbook.
Generally, the materials required to complete each strategy are minimal and
require no "special purchases," you probably already have everything you need!

• Steps to complete the strategy: This is your roadmap to developing your
students as critical thinkers. In the Steps component of the strategy outline, you
will see how to guide your students through the strategy to develop their critical
thinking skills. The number of steps to complete each strategy varies. However,
each strategy begins with a Pre-strategy Step. Before the strategy can be fully
implemented, students will need to have read a given portion of their text.
I recommend you become familiar with each step of the strategy so you
have time to think about how your class will respond to the strategy. Before you
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implement each strategy, think about the parts of the strategy that might mix up
your students. Will they be confused? What behavior management issues might
arise? Which step of the lesson will cause the most commotion? Can you foresee
any complaints or objections? What is a reasonable amount of time to allow for
this strategy? Where should groups be situated to foster maximum discussion and
learning?

• · Tips: This section of the lesson provides advice, tips, and suggestions
for the strategy. In the Tips section you might find adaptations for
English language learners, ideas for modeling, approaches to make the
strategy go smoothly, and advice about modeling. It is also a good
idea to write your own tips in the handbook. You will have ideas of
how to adapt and adjust the strategy to fit your unique class ... write
them here. After you have tried the strategy, jot down your
reflections and ideas for next time.
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Strategy 1: Reciprocal Teaching
Why? Reciprocal Teaching helps students bring meaning to the words they have read.
The Reciprocal Teaching strategy aids in story comprehension and furthermore, allows
students to make monitor their own thinking and learning. This strategy focuses on the
analysis and evaluation levels of questioning. Reciprocal Teaching is develops both oral
and written language.

Description: This activity asks the students to think like teachers. After completing a
portion of a text, students think like teachers and question their peers about what they
have just read. Students are encouraged to develop teacher-like questions, present them
to the group, and then evaluate the responses. Through this process, students responding
to the questions have the opportunity to self-evaluate their personal comprehension of the
story.

Materials:
•

One text for each student

•

One dictionary for each Literature Circle

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range of
chapters or the entire text.
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Step One: Students reread a designated portion of the text (as assigned by the teacher,
specific to each literature group). This specific portion could range from one paragraph
to one chapter, depending on time allocation. Students may choose to reread the portion
of the text in a number of ways: silent reading, partner reading, paragraph reading, popcorn reading, or any other group reading method, silently or aloud.
**Note: teacher should choose portions of the text for each LC that will take
about the same time to read. Once groups have finished reading their portion of the text,
groups will come back together as a whole class for further instruction.

Step Two: Once the given portion of the text has been read teacher announces it is time
to begin the first part of reciprocal teaching. In this step, it is the teacher's job to
facilitate when the LC should move onto the next portion of reciprocal teaching. There
are four pieces to reciprocal teaching: summarize, question, clarify, and predict.

Step Three: Summarize. Teacher notifies the LCs that they have a given amount of
time to summarize their portion of the text during a think-aloud. Remind students to
focus on the most important portions of the text. Students will begin to integrate those
pieces of the text together as each member of the LC adds portions to the summary.

Step Four: Question. During the questioning step, students are encouraged to think
like a teacher and ask their peers questions about what they have read. Give students
time to think and write their questions down first. By the time students are able to work
independently through this step, they will have had good questions modeled. At the start
of the questioning step, the teacher may choose a specific type of question to be asked.
For example, if the teacher would like his/her class to work on character analysis, he/she
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may announce character analysis as the questioning focus. Other focuses might include:
supporting detail, application, inferences, or writing style. Each student should have the
opportunity to present at least one of his/her questions to his/her LC.

Step Five: Clarify. During the clarify step, students are asked to take a few minutes in
silence, and reread any portion of the text for which they need clarification. The clarify
step allows students who have comprehension difficulties to present those questions in a
non-threatening environment. Each student is asked to present a portion of the text for
clarification. Members of the LC respond with their thoughts on the sentence or passage.
Students should be encouraged to use dictionaries if they come across unfamiliar words.
Dictionaries help clarify words throughout the text that students feel could be crucial to
the story's meaning.

Step Six: Predict. For prediction to occur, students must first activate background
knowledge and comprehension of what they already know about the text. Students write
down what they already know. Next, students evaluate possible outcomes of the text.
Students write down possible outcomes. Last, students synthesize those options into a
prediction of what they believe is to come in the text. Students write down their
predictions. Students share those predictions with the LC. If a member of the LC sees
evidence that one such prediction is not possible, that member may present their case to
the LC for further discussion. However, the member of the LC who believes a peer's
prediction is not possible must have supporting evidence in their case against the
prediction.
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Tips: Before Reciprocal Teaching can be a student-lead strategy, there
must be some initial teacher modeling and practice. First, the teacher
should model, in full, this strategy. As a whole group, the teacher should
move the doss through the four pieces of Reciprocal Teaching using a text
the entire class has read. Next, students break up in to LCs and proceed
through the strategy with guided practice monitored by the teacher. If
needed, the teacher may choose to sit in with an LC to provide necessary
scaffolding and guidance in the type of questions and discussion that is
desired. Last, LCs should be ready to be self-sufficient, student-lead
Reciprocal Teachers!

Reciprocal Teaching was developed by A. 5. Palincsar. /7984)
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Strategy 2: Say Something
Why? Say Something is a strategy designed to get students talking within their
literature circles. Because some students may not be used to contributing to small group
discussion, Say Something is designed to help students get past the initial discomfort of
oral sharing. In addition, Say Something is a comprehension strategy that gets students to
problem solve and reflect on the content read.

Description: Students silently read a section of the text. Within their literature circle,
students pair off, and after reading the designated portion of text, turn to each other and
say something about what they have read.

Materials:
•

One text for each student

• One Sentence Starter handout for each literature circle (see Reproducibles)

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range
of chapters or the entire text.

Step One: Form literature circles
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Step Two: Within literature circles, students pair off ( or form groups of three if there
are uneven numbers).

Step Three: Students begin to read a designated portion of the text (as assigned by the
teacher, specific to each literature group). Students may choose to read aloud or silent
read. This specific portion could range from one sentence, to a paragraph, to an entire
chapter.

Step Four: As students read, teacher periodically stops them and says "say something."
Students then tum to their partner and give an oral reaction to the piece they have just
read. Generally, students should be encouraged to share a reaction to the text that relates
to their personal life and/or experiences. At various times, it may be appropriate to allow
students to summarize the literature's main points to aid in comprehension. Summaries
of the literature, however, should only be discussed when the teacher specifically states
this "say something" will be a summary say something.

Step Five: Students respond to what their partner has said.

Tips: Show students what a "good" response sounds like. Offer students
sentence beginnings to start them in the right direction. Eventually,
students will not need to refer to these sentence beginnings, as they will get
used to the type of responses expected of them. Some sentence starters
could be:
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1. The character's actions made me feel _ _ _ _ _ , because

2. I had a similar experience as

(character) . Let me tell you how

they are the same and how they are different.
3. I would/would not have reacted the way

(character)

did because

4. When I read about _ _ _ _ _ , it made me think o f - - - - ~
5.

(Character)

reminds me of _ _ _ _ _ because _ _ _ __

Say Something was developed by}. Harste, C. Burke, and D. Watson
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Strategy 3: Questioning the Author
Why? QUestioflifig the Author ef!courages srudeflts to think beyond what is explicitly
stated in a text. Instead, students must consider the author's intent behind what they have
just read. Questioning the Author will help students analyze and evaluate the author's
writing.

Description: The purpose of Questioning the Author is for students to analyze and
evaluate the author's writing. Students look at the author's clarity, purpose for writing,
style, and organization, then say whether or not the author did a good job, and why or
why not. If a student did not fully grasp a section of the text, that student may make a
defense in saying the author did not write clearly enough. If a student chooses to make
such a defense, he/she must give clear reasoning and examples to support his/her case.

Materials:
•

One text for each student

•

Questioning the Author handout (see Reproducibles)

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range
of chapters or the entire text.

Step One: Form literature circles
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Step Two: Students refer to a designated p01iion of the text (as assigned by the teacher,
specific to each literature circle).

Step Three: Students take turns answering the following questions:
1. What is the author trying to tell you?

2. Why is the author telling you that?
3. Does the author say it clearly?
4. How could the author have said things more clearly?
5. What would you say instead?

Step Four: As each student shares his or her response, group members should be
encouraged to respond in a respectful, non-critical manner. Remind students that each
group member is allowed to have his or her own opinion, that each group member's
opinion will be different, and those differences are what makes us unique individuals.

Step Five: Teacher circulates the room, monitoring literature circle discussion. During
this time, assign one member of each circle to be the reporter for the whole-group
discussion.

Step Six: As literature circle discussion winds down, gather the class together for
whole-group discussion. Reporters from each circle take turns sharing what their LC
thought of the author within the specific portion of their text.

Tips: Before implementing this strategy in LCs, model Questioning the
Author as a whole class. Use a book or story most students have read or
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know. Select a short passage, allow students to partner read the passage
(show on overhead). Next, the teacher should ask him/her self the five
questions as listed above to model appropriate responses. Open the
questions up to the students.

Questioning the Author was developed by I. Beck, M. McKeown, R. Hamilton and L. Kucan
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Strategy 4: Sketch-to-Stretch
Why? Sketch-to-Stretch is a fun activity that helps students synthesize a piece of text
into a drawn, visual representation on paper. Because the students must first analyze the
text they have read, sketch-to-stretch aids in comprehension and focuses on the analysis
and synthesis levels of critical thinking.

Description: In this activity, students draw what the story means to them. Students are
encouraged not to draw an illustration from the story, but rather critically reflect on how
they could visually represent that reflection or meaning. Students may also draw their
personal connections to the story. Lastly, students share their drawings.

Materials:
•

One text for each student

•

Question Prompts handout (see Reproducibles)

• Art supplies

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range of
chapters or the entire text.
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Step One (optional): Students read a designated portion of the text (as assigned by
the teacher, specific to each literature group). This specific portion could range from one
sentence to a paragraph.

Step Two: Students think about the message the author conveyed in the given portion
of text. Students should think about the following questions to get them started:
1. How does the text affect me?
2. What experiences had I had that relate to what I read?
3. What colors, shapes, and visuals could I use to represent what I have read?
The first time this strategy is used, emphasize the importance of analyzing the text and
synthesizing that information into an illustration that gives the audience an idea of what
that portion of text means to the illustrator. Ask them:
1. Ifl draw what I think the main character looks like, does that give you an idea of

how the text relates to me?

2. Ifl draw what I think the main character looks like, does that give you an idea of
what the text means to me?

3. Ifl draw a sketch of the main character, does it give you insight to what I feel is
important in the sto1y?

Step Three: Teacher should reinforce the idea of each student's unique vision of the
text. Students should feel free to illustrate exactly what representation came to their
mind. Each person's visual will be different because we all have different experiences.
Create a non-threatening, relaxing environment for students by providing ample time for
reading, thinking and drawing.
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Step Four: After students have had time to create quality illustrations, form students
into their literature circles. Allow students time to take turns sharing their drawings.
Each member of the literature circle should show his or her fellow group members, then
allow the group members to say what they think the illustrator is representing or saying
through the picture.

Step Five: Once literature circle members guess the message of the illustrator, the
illustrator shares his or her thoughts. Repeat steps four and five until each member of the
literature circle has had a chance to share.

Step Six (optional): Each literature circle may choose one member to share his or
her drawing with the entire class.

Tips: When implementing this strategy for the first time, teacher modeling isn't
always the best idea. Because we want students to critically think, showing them
what a good sketch looks like may give students the idea all sketches should look
that way. In reality, a sketch can be anything from a few symbols on a page, to a
detailed portrait, to nonsense words, to abstract art! Instead of showing students an
example of a sketch, encourage them verbally to use whatever means they need, to
represent what they are thinking. Praise students when they think outside the box.
Use student examples to show the whole class a sketch doesn't have to look just

one way.
Sketch-to-Stretch was developed by/. Harste, C. Burke, M. Siegel, and K. Feathers
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Strategy 5: Character Analysis
Why? Character analysis helps students get into the minds of characters from their
books. Students who are able to step into the shoes of a character will be more likely to
understand that character's feelings and in turn, relate the character's feelings to his or
her own feelings. Character analysis also teaches students about story elements.

Description: In this activity students will create a visual representation of the main
character from the story. While working in literature circles, students will be asked to
perform specific tasks and add specific descriptions on the visual representation of the
character.

J.\,1a terials:
•

One text for each student

•

How My Character handout (see Reproducibles)

• One piece of butcher paper for each literature circle
• Markers for each literature circle

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read at least half of the text.
Step One: Students form literature circles and assign the following roles:
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• Recorder (writer)
• Artists (two-three students)
• Task Manager (time keeper and management control)
• Presenter
Step Two: Pass out How My Character. . . worksheet. Guide LCs through the
worksheet, beginning in box one: looks. LCs brainstorm how the main character of the
book looks. Recorder writes ideas in box one. Depending on the amount of time allotted
to this activity, the Task Manager should keep the LC on task and moving forward.
Next, LCs move to box two:feels. LCs brainstorm how the main character of the
book feels. Remind LCs to record ideas of how the character feels emotionally-not
physically. How students go about recording how the character feels is subjective. There
is no right or wrong format in recording the character's emotions. Each LC will most
likely record the feelings of the character in different ways. Variance among groups
should be noted and honored.
In box three: reacts, LCs brainstorm and record how the main character reacts to
various situations throughout the book. Because no situations are given, LCs will have to
think about the events the character has been through and how he/she dealt with those
various situations.
Box four: talks, is intended to get students to notice any speech mannerisms or
speech patterns used the main character. Students should examine the character's place
of birth, where the character grew up, as well as the character's current living location.
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Students might record a saying unique to the character, or a word or phrase used over and
over by the character.
In box five: acts students examine the physical actions and motions of the main
character. Students should search through the text to find specific instances in which the
character moves about in a unique way. Is the character always running? Waving his/her
arms? Moping? Does the character like to be around people or be by themselves? Does
the character behave in public or act out? Is the character nice to others or does the
character do and say mean things?
Last, in box six: wants to be students examine if there are traits the character
desires to obtain. Does the character express interest in growth towards a certain
character trait? Does the character want to be a different way physically? Is the
character happy with where he/she is living? Students are presented with a large sheet of
butcher paper and instructed to create a life-size replica of the main character in their text.

Step Three: Students are presented with a large sheet of butcher paper and instructed
to create a life-size replica of the main character in their text. Artists refer to the How My

Character sheet to guide the drawing as well as discuss with the LC how they will
physically represent the character. Artists draw the character on the sheet of butcher
paper.

Step Four: Once the character is drawn on the butcher paper, the LC decides how and
where to represent the remaining five categories from the How My Character sheet.
Students must somehow transfer the words on the worksheet to the butcher paper. This
representation may be written with a bulleted list on various parts of the body, drawn
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representation, or symbolized. Students have full use of the butcher paper and should be
encouraged to transfer their ideas in an understandable way.

Step Five: Once students have had ample time to transfer their brainstorms to the
butcher paper, the Presenter will be asked to share with the class one How My Character
aspect of their character. The Presenter should read to the class his/her LC's
brainstorming ideas from a specific box, then share how the LC represented those ideas
on the drawn body.

Step Six (optional): Pair up two LCs to share their characters. Allow for question
time as well.

Tips: Remind the Task Managers how long the literature circle will be
working on this task. It is the job of the Task Manager to formulate how
long the LC should take to brainstorm in each box as well as draw those
ideas.
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Strategy 6: Wonder Web
Why? The Wonder Web helps students look beyond their own thinking and gain
exposure to multiple views of a topic. Wonder Webs help students gain critical thinking
skills in analyzing and evaluation by comparing their reaction and response to those of
their classmates. The Wonder Web also teaches students about points of view, respectful
consideration, and open communication.

Description: The Wonder Web is designed to help students analyze and evaluate their
own responses and the responses of their classmates, to a central question. The teacher
poses a central question to each literature circle and allows time for each student to
provide a written response. Next, the students in the literature circle have a chance to
analyze and discuss their peers' responses.

Materials:

• One text for each student
• Markers for each literature circle
•

One piece of butcher paper for each literature circle (with central question in the
middle) (see Reproducibles for an idea)

•

Question Prompts handout (see Reproducibles)
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Preparation: On a large piece of butcher paper, teacher writes a central question
(specific to each LC or the same question for all LCs). From the central question, lines
are drawn outward (number of lines= numbers of students in the LC).

Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range
of chapters or the entire text.

Step One: Form literature circles
Step Two: Students read the central question and write a response to the question. The
writing should be done without prior discussion. Teacher should give students ample
time to think, reflect, and develop their unique written response.

Step Three: Once each group member is satisfied with his or her response, the LC
rotates the Wonder Response Web clockwise so that the response of Student A is now in
front of student B, and the response of student B is in front of Student C, and so forth.
Students take a few minutes to read the response in front of them and think about the
following questions:
1. What was my classmate thinking when he/she wrote this response?
2. What is my classmate saying in this answer?
3. Why did my classmate react to this question in the way he/she did?
4. Can I think of an experience my classmate has had that influenced how he/she
responded to the central question?
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Step Four: After providing thinking time, student B shares his/her answer to one of
the four questions about student A's written response. After student B has shared,
student A may confirm or elaborate on their true thoughts. This process continues until
each student's responses have been discussed. As each student shares a response to
his/her classmate's answer, group members should be encouraged to listen respectfully.
Remind students that each group member is allowed to have his or her own opinion, that
each group member's opinion will be different, and those differences are what makes us
unique individuals.

Step Five: Teacher circulates the room, monitoring literature circle discussion.
Step Six (optional): As literature circle discussion winds down, gather the class
together for whole-group discussion. A designated reporter, as selected by the literature
circle, from each circle take turns sharing a student B response to student A that was
either exactly right, or in the complete opposite direction of what student A was actually
thinking. This should be a fun time of sharing-non-critical and non-threatening even if
Student B's responses were opposite of Student A's thoughts. Students will find it eyeopening (not to mention humorous) that points of view, life experience, and background
knowledge so greatly influence question response.

Tips: Before implementing this strategy in LCs, practice by having a mockliterature circle. Invite three students to model the strategy with you so
students understand how to rotate the web, respond to their classmate's
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answers, and respectfully listen. The Student A to Student B relationship
may be confusing at first go. Be sure to model the rotation and response
clearly as well as assist literature circles during this transition.

Wonder Web was developed by Leanne Luehrs
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Strategy 7: Experience Venn
Why? The Experience Venn is designed tu help students compare and analyze a
specific situation from the text to their own life experiences. Students are to work as a
team in their literature circles to discuss how their backgrounds compare to the life of the
characters.

Description: After reading a selection from the text aloud as a literature circle,
students begin to diagram on the Venn the similarities and differences between the
students lives and the character's experiences.

Materials:
•

One text for each student

• One piece of butcher paper for each literature circle with Venn circles pre-drawn
(see Reproducibles for an example)
•

Markers for each literature circle

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range
of chapters or the entire text.

Step One: Form literature circles
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Step Two: Teacher assigns each literature circle a specific portion of the text to read.
A paragraph is an appropriate size for this activity. The paragraph should be a portion of
the text in which one of the book's characters has an experience that the teacher thinks
many students have also experienced. In addition, the portion of the text could show an
emotion or feeling one character is experiencing that many students have most likely
experienced as well.
In the literature circle, students read the designated text. Students may take turns
reading aloud, read silently, or follow along as volunteers of the literature circle read.

Step Three: Students briefly summarize and discuss what they have read as a literature
circle. This discussion ensures that all member of the LC are on the same page and
comprehension is high. Because the students are only focusing on a small portion of the
text, this discussion ensures that students recall the events leading up to the designated
pmiion of the text and the outcomes as well.

Step Four: Next, students are handed a large piece of butcher paper with the drawing
of a Venn diagram. One circle is labeled with the character's name the other circle is
labeled Our LC. The overlapping portion of the Venn is labeled similarities. Students
begin to brainstorm and discuss experiences they have had in their lives that have been
similar to those of the character from their book.

Step Five: Under the circle with the character's name, an assigned scribe writes how
the LC's experiences are different from the character's experience. Under the Our LC
circle, using a different colored pencil or marker, each student may write how his or her
experience was different from the book character's experience.
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Step Six: In the similarities portion of the Venn, students write how their experiences
are similar to the character in the book's experience (again, each student uses a different
colored pencil to show their unique response). Allow students ample time to complete
their Experience Venns. Emphasize neat handwriting, proper spelling, and complete
sentences.

Step Seven (optional): After literature circles complete the Experience Venn
diagram, students may come together and have a whole-group discussion on what they
have written.

Tips: Before implementing the Experience Venn for the first time in the
classroom, model with the whole class what a good Experience Venn should
look like. Choose a story that the whole class has read or is familiar with.
Proceed through the strategy, asking for help from the students. With each
student's response, use a different colored marker to model how the
students will use different colored pencils. Check to make sure students
understand the concept of comparing their own personal experiences and/or
feelings, to the situation happening in the text designated to each literature
circle.

Experience Venn has been modified by Leanne Luehrs
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Strategy 8: D.I.D.
Why? D.I.D stands for Dcr It Different. In this strategy, stm.lenls will slrenglhen lheir
critical thinking skills in the areas of evaluation and synthesis. Students will reflect upon
questions that ask them to develop, propose, improve upon, and/or modify.

Description: Students will be given a portion of the text to read in which a character
does a specific action, develops a plan, or reacts to a circumstance. After reading the
selection with their literature circle, students work together to come up with a new plan
for the character instead of the way the author chose for the character to react. How
would you Do It Different?

Materials:

• One text for each student
•

Question Prompts handout (see Reproducibles)

STEPS
Pre-strategy Step: Students have read a given portion of the text. Could be a range
of chapters or the entire text.

Step One: Form literature circles
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Step Two: Teacher assigns each literature circle a specific portion of the text to read.
A paragraph is an appropriate size for this activity. The paragraph should be a portion of
the text where one of the characters has an experience in which the character had to
develop a plan or make a decision of some sort.
In the literature circle, students read the designated text. Students may choose to
do a group read aloud, silent read, partner read, or any other type of reading strategy
within the circle.

Step Three: Students briefly summarize and discuss what they have read as a literature
circle. This discussion ensures that all member of the LC are on the same page and
comprehension is present. Because the students are only focusing on a small portion of
the text, this discussion ensures that students recall the events leading up to the
designated portion of the text and the outcomes as well.

Step Four: Next, students take thinking time to consider how they would have done
the situation differently to modify the outcome. How would the students Do It Different?
If students have trouble developing new plans, the following thinking prompts can be
presented:
1. What changes would you make to solve ... ?

2. How would you improve ... ?
3. Can you propose an alternative ... ?
4. How would you change_ to create a different ... ?
5. What way would you change or modify the plan ... ?
6. Can you predict the outcome if. .. ?
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7. Can you think of an original way for the ... ?

Step Five: After thinking time, students take turns sharing their thoughts and ideas.
The other members of the literature circle do not critique or discuss the plans of their
classmates at this time.

Step Six: Once all members of the literature circle have presented one of their ideas
(one D.I.D.), the floor is open for discussion. Students may choose to refer back to a
specific student's idea and elaborate upon it. On the other hand, if a student does not
agree with the idea of another member, they may respectfully discuss it at this time. The
object of the discussion is to formulate the best new way of doing something.

Step Seven: Once the group has come up with what they believe is the best new
alternative plan to the situation, a designated scribe writes the plan. The group then
appoints a reteller* and a reporter to share their group's D.I.D. when the class comes
together as a whole group.
*In addition to the roles students may have assigned themselves during this strategy,
D.l.D. also asks students to appoint a reteller. The student who acts as the reteller will
give a short summary of a given situation from his or her text.

Step Eight: Together as a whole class: The reteller's job is to give a short summary of
the situation as written in the book. The reporter then, is to read to the class their
literature circle's D.l.D. plan.

Step Nine (optional): After each literature circle as been heard from, the floor is
open to all students to evaluate the new/alternative plans of their classmates.
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Tips: Before implementing D.I.D. for the first time in the classroom, model
with the whole class how the strategy works. Choose a story that the whole
class has read or is familiar with, such as Cinderella. Then focus on a
specific event in the story and discuss the character's choices and actions.
Next, refer to the thinking prompts to show the students how to think of
new ways of doing something. Throughout the strategy, remind students
that we will all have different thoughts. No two students will have the exact
same idea. Those different ideas, however, are what we want! Remind
students the classroom is a community of diverse learners with diverse
experiences, and diverse ideas. We need all of those unique thoughts to
develop ourselves as critical thinkers!

Do it Different was developed by Leanne Luehrs
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Reproducibles
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Say Something Sentence Starters

* The character's actions made me feel

- - - -,

because - - - -

* I had a similar experience as _ _ _ _. Let me tell
you how they are the same and how they are different.

* I would/would not have reacted the way
because

* When I read about
*

- - - -,

- - - - reminds

it made me think of

me of - - - - because
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did

Questioning the Author Prompts
o What is the author trying to tell you?
o Why is the author telling you that?
o Does the author say it clearly?
o How could the author have said things more clearly?
o What would you say instead?

53

Question Prompts for

Sketch-to Stretch
/

How does the text affect me?

/

What experiences had I had that relate to what I read?

/

What colors, shapes, and visuals could I use to
represent what I have read?
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Name ------------------------------ Date ---------------

My Sketch
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C

How My Character. ..
LOOKS

FEELS

REACTS

TALKS

ACTS

WANTS TO BE

C

So

Example Wonder Web

.~···················~
.
Student B

......................
Student A

....... ............ ..

............. ...... .

.......................
Student C

! ••••••.•••••••••••• ~

Why do you
think Esperanza
felt alone when
her family moved
to Mexico?

.

a ......... ,,< ...

b ........

Student E

~

....... ..............

.

. . . ..

StudentD

.........................
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Wonder Web Question Prompts

* What was my classmate thinking when he/she wrote
this response?

* What is my classmate saying in this answer?
* Why did my classmate react to this question in the
way he/she did?

* Can I think of an experience my classmate has had
that influenced how he/she responded to the central
question?
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Name ----------------------------- Date --------------

Experience Venn

Character's Name

Similarities

Our LC
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0.1.0. Question Prompts
+ What changes would you make to solve ... ?
+ How would you improve ... ?
+ Can you propose an alternative ... ?
+ How would you change_ to create a different ... ?

+ What way would you change or modify the plan ... ?
+ Can you predict the outcome if... ?
+ Can you think of an original way for the ... ?
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Definitions
Critical Thinking- A cognitive process that asks students to reach beyond what
is explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. Students are urged to draw
inferences, integrate information, synthesize and evaluate information as well as reflect
upon their own thinking. A good critical thinker understands his or her own thinking and
is able to ask appropriate questions, efficiently and creatively sort through information,
reason logically with this information, and come to reliable conclusions that allow him or
her to act and live successfully in the world (Schafersman, 1991 ).

Literature Circles (LCs) - An instructional technique that facilitates critical
thinking by placing students in heterogeneous small groups to discuss a piece of
literature. LCs provide a rich environment for the sharing of a student's personal
reactions, perspectives, thoughts, and interpretations of a literary work (Daniels, 2002).
Within LCs the teacher may decide that student roles should be given. Student roles
should be appointed by the students within each LC and can include, but are not limited
to: recorder (writer), artist (drawer), time/task manager (watches the clock), materials

coordinator (retrieves/turns in supplies and completed work), speaker (presents/speaks
for the group), and/or reader (reads text aloud if necessary).

Reader Response -A teaching strategy used within literature circles to develop
student response to literature through active discussion. Responses focus on student's
unique interpretation of the text. The teacher's job while implementing reader response
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is to actively engage his or her students towards conversation that requires critical
thinking (Rosenblatt, 1978).

Scripted Basal - A type of curriculum that is entirely pre-made and requires the
teacher to follow the script written out in the basal exactly. Scripted basals in the
classroom leave little or no room for creativity, differentiated instruction, or
individualized learning. Scripted basal curriculum are most often adapted by school
districts complying with the implications of the No Child Left Behind act.

Socratic Questioning-A method of systematic questioning with the intent to
elicit an expression of truth (Paul, 1995). Socratic questioning as it relates to this project
is used as a teaching strategy to show students how to expand, elaborate and come to
conclusions about the student's own thoughts.

Text Set- Text sets consist of five to fifteen texts that are conceptually related in
some way, such as a unifying theme, text type, and/or author (Short, Harste, & Burke,
1996).

62

References
Beck, I., McKeown, M., Hamilton, R., & Kucan, L. (1997) Questioning the author: An
approach for enhancing student engagement with text. Newark, DE: International

Reading Association.
Daniels, H. (2002). Literature Circles: Voice and choice in book clubs & reading
groups. (2"d ed.). Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.

Davis, B. G. (1993). Tools for teaching. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Freire, P. (2000). Pedagogy of the oppressed. (M. B. Ramos, Trans.). New York:
Continuum. (Original work published 1970).
Hirsch, K. (1997). Reader response in elementary classrooms: Quest and discovery (N.
Karolides, Ed.). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Palinscar, A. S. 1984. Reciprocal teaching: Field evaluations in remedial and contentarea reading. (Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American

Educational Research, Washington, DC.).
Paul, R. (1995). Critical thinking: How to prepare students for a rapidly changing
world. Pohnert Park, CA: Sonoma State University, Center for Critical Thinking

and Moral Critique.
Paul, R., Elder, L. & Bartell, T. (1997). California teacher preparation for instruction in
critical thinldng: Research findings and policy recommendations: State of
California, California Commission on Teacher Credentialing. Sacramento, CA:

Foundation for Critical Thinking.
63

Plato. (2004). Plato: Protagoras and Meno (Bartlett, R.C. Trans.). New York: Cornell
University Press.
Rosenblatt, L. (1978). The reader, the text, and the poem: The transactional theo1y of the

litera,y work. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press.
Schafersman, S.D. (1991). An introduction to critical thinking. Retrieved January 19,
2006 from the World Wide Web: http://www.freeinquiry.com/criticalthinking.html
Short, K. S., & Harste, J. C., (with Burke, C.). Creating classrooms for authors and

inquirers (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

64

(

CHAPTER FIVE
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS
Summary

The purpose of this project was to create a handbook for teachers that provides
instructional strategies connected to a text set theme to promote critical thinking. The No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2000) has impacted the way in which teachers teach.
High stakes testing and scripted basals leave little room for critical thinking activities.
Instead, the act requires that teachers focus on preparing students for the material covered
on the standardized text (Nichols, Glass, & Berliner, 2005). This project proposed a
handbook of strategies that teachers may use in addition to mandated curriculum. The
strategies provided promote critical thinking. The strategies in the handbook were
specifically designed around the theme leaving home and intended to be relevant,
interesting, and applicable to all students.
The development of critical thinking is a life-long skill, from which, every student
can benefit. Critical thinking in reading teaches students to reach beyond what is
explicitly stated in a text to explore what is implicit. This exploration of implicit
information urges students to draw inferences, integrate information, synthesize and
evaluate information as well as reflect upon student's own thinking. Critical thinkers
understand how to think and are able to ask appropriate questions, efficiently and
creatively sort through information, reason logically with this information, and come to
reliable conclusions (Schafersman, 1991).
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Literature circles serve as the overlying grouping strategy for the implementation
of the critical thinking strategies described in the handbook of chapter four. Literature
circles provide a rich environment through which students grow to feel comfortable in
sharing unique thoughts. Critical thinking is fostered in literature circles because
students gain the opportunity to consider the views of their classmates that may differ
from their own (Almasi, 1995). One characteristic of a critical thinker is that he/she is
able to monitor his/her own thinking. Critical thinkers have the capacity for metacognition, think about how they learn, and evaluate why they have failed to learn.
Literature circles provide authentic opportunities for students to develop such skills.
Conclusions

The literature and research on critical thinking has strongly impacted my thoughts
about teaching reading. As previously explained in Chapter two, teaching students to
think critically has life long benefits. Students who think critically are able to analyze,
synthesize, and evaluate; skills that prepare students to be active, contributive members
of society. The research showed that by helping students to read for aesthetic purposes,
teachers are able to promote critical thinking. Furthermore, text set implementation and
the use of literature circles increase student motivation, increase reading comprehension,
and foster individuality within the classroom
The specific strategies outlined in the handbook of chapter four are only a few of
the ways teachers can promote critical thinking in the classroom. The strategies outlined
provide a good foundation for students to begin to understand what critical thinkers look
and sound like. It is my hope that the readers of this Master's project are inspired and
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motivated to promote critical thinking in their own classrooms. I plan to implement text
sets as well as literature circles in my classroom in the future.
Recommendations

This Master's project would be beneficial to all teachers of elementary-aged
children who are interested in equipping their students with critical thinking skills.
Although the handbook is fourth grade specific, the principles and strategies can be easily
adapted for teachers of any grade. In addition, the principles and strategies outlined in
this project may be adapted to English language learners and/or students with
exceptionalities. It is recommended that teachers who use this project adapt the strategies
to fit the unique needs of the students in their classrooms. Adaptations could include:
creating materials in other languages, pairing students with a helper buddy, pairing
students with a language buddy, offering texts above or below grade level, spending more
time modeling the strategies, or other scaffolding techniques.
Researchers are continually developing new ways to promote critical thinking in
the classroom. To better prepare our students to be the critical thinkers of tomorrow,
teachers need to continuously provide opportunities for critical thinking in reading, and
then integrate those skills across the content areas. It is the hope of this author that in the
midst of high-stakes testing and scripted basals, teachers will strive to create a balance in
their classroom between mandated curriculum and strategies that promote critical
thinking. In the future, this author plans to further investigate the world of critical
thinking as relates to math, the social sciences, foreign language, and beyond!
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